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For my grandmother, Mary Lee Chin Kuen


1931 – 2018





I.






Girl Warrior, or: watching Mulan (1998) in Chinese with English subtitles



1.


I remember the sound the sword made / when she cut off all her hair


a sound like my mother cutting fabric / those blue scissors / clutched in her small hands


I remember wondering why she didn’t cut from the roots / a Disney princess kneeling in the smoke-coloured dark / with straight hair / thin waist / hardly any breasts


unlike me with my thick legs / and too much hair that doesn’t stay


why don’t we cut it short she said / and so we did


but soon it curled sideways / ungracefully caught / in the wind of some perpetual / hurricane


2.


When I watch Mulan in Chinese with English subtitles / I understand only some of the words


My focus shifts to certain details / how Mulan drags a very large cannon across the snow / with very small wrists


how the villain has skin as dark as coal / and such small eyes / he has no irises


once a guy told me mixed girls are the most beautiful / because they aren’t really white / but they aren’t really Asian either


3.


After Mulan saves China / fireworks rain down in waves of multi-coloured stars


you fight pretty good / says her boyfriend with the big American arms


I have small victories too / being kind to my body for one day / not checking my phone for your texts / walking home at night alone / not feeling lonely


4.


Why don’t you ever write about yourself / and I didn’t know why / either


In Chinese one word can lead you out of the dark / then back into it / in a single breath


Shut off the light / as my mother and other Chinese mothers say


Now open it


5.


Halloween, 1999 / she unearthed a pink shawl from inside her wardrobe


cut a strip of purple silk to tie around my waist / bought a plastic sword / gave me Hershey’s kisses


At the party I was conscious of my makeshift costume / I lingered near the glowing pumpkins / lips stained red by Starbursts


6.


When Mulan returns home the colours change from greybluegreen to pinkwarmyellow / there are plum blossoms floating in the stream


her hair is still a little messy / to make sure we don’t forget


she used to be something else


7.


When summer ended / rain poured off the edge of elevated highways / and washed away the moon


I no longer have a sword / but sometimes at night I hold my keys between my fingers


I paint my lips /


I draw avalanches /


I light fires inside dream palaces /


I cut my hair over the bathroom sink /





Breakfast in Shanghai



for a morning of coldest smog


A cup of black pŭ’ěr tea in my bedroom & two bāozi from the lady at the bāozi shop who has red cheeks. I take off my gloves, unpeel the square of thin paper from the bun’s round bottom. I burn my fingers in the steam and breathe in.


for the morning after a downpour


Layers of silken tofu float in the shape of a lotus slowly opening under swirls of soy sauce. Each mouthful of dòufu huā, literally tofu flower, slips down in one swallow. The texture reminds me of last night’s rain: how it came down fast and washed the city clean.


for homesickness


On the table, matching tiny blue ceramic pots of chilli oil, vinegar and soy sauce. In front of me, the only thing that warms: a plate of shuǐjiǎo filled with ginger, pork and cabbage. I dip once in vinegar, twice in soy sauce and eat while the woman rolls pieces of dough into small white moons that fit inside her palm.


for a pink morning in late spring


I pierce skin with my knife and pull, splitting the fruit open. I am addicted to the soft ripping sound of pink pomelo flesh pulling away from its skin. I sit by the window and suck on the rinds, then I cut into a fresh zòngzi with scissors, opening the lotus leaves to get at the sticky rice inside. Bright skins and leaves sucked clean, my hands smelling tea-sweet. Something inside me uncurling. A hunger that won’t go away.





Maps / 地图



The floor of the subway train is scattered with maps. I look down at the intersecting lines. Green runs alongside pink, blue alongside yellow. The woman sitting next to me folds the map into a flower the size of her palm. She works quickly, rotating the paper in circles in her hand. She presses down with her fingers twice along each fold. When the flower is finished she tucks it into her sleeping friend’s pocket. She picks up another map and starts on the next. I imagine her friend placing her hand inside her pocket later that evening. She will find one flower at first, then another and another. So many that her bags and her pockets seem to be overflowing with paper flowers. She holds them gently in her hands. She does not need to wonder where they come from. Look, she says. She stands and holds the paper flowers out to me but as I try to take them from her they tumble to the floor, the bright lines of the city unravelling inside each one.





Letter from Shanghai, 1938



New Zealand poet Robin Hyde (1906–1939) travelled to Hong Kong,


Shanghai and Wuhan as a war correspondent in 1938.


Dearest N.—


Thank you for the re-telling of your dream         I too saw the city turning blue


I tried to write and link up some poems    but our childhood places are in fragments


         Almost every night                                 lying in the red padded quilt


I dream about New Zealand                            the hills above the house on fire


         and when I wake I don’t know where I am    wild mint and burning gorse


green light sinking through stained glass            Do you find that in travelling


         peace isn’t deep enough?                                                  Do you miss it too?


         The screaming pink azaleas                          make me too tender and too wild
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