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Preface

In recent years,

I feel people—

old or young,

rich or poor—

are all a bit the same.

Busy.

But empty.

Sometimes there is something

in the stomach,

something in the chest,

that wants to come out.

You feel

something needs to change.

You talk,

but don’t know

what to say.

Words come out,

then stay there.

You look around.

There are things waiting.

But you don’t know

where to start.

So you let it be.

You want more,

but don’t know what exactly,

or it feels too far,

too hard to reach.

So you keep going

in the same place.

Keep filling your head.

No space.

No time

to think.

I don’t know

how to explain it.

But I know

something stays

from childhood.

Even if you don’t take it,

it takes you.

It stays in the body.

It shows later.

In how you speak.

In how you stop speaking.

In how you go close—

then step back.

For a long time,

I didn’t think about it.

I just lived.

Did things.

Went from one day

to another.

Later,

I started to remember.

Not all at once.

Just pieces.

I wrote them down.

They are not clean.

Some of them

are hard to read.

I didn’t write

to explain,

or to blame.

I wrote

what was there.

If you read this,

just read.

Keep what is good.

And when something

feels wrong,

maybe

you will know

not to let it happen again.





Before You Read

This book contains scenes of violence, fear, hunger, sexual threat, and childhood trauma.

Please take care while reading.

Part One — The Place I Grew Up

Chapter One — The Mountains

I grew up in the mountains.

The mountains I’m talking about

were like a maze.

The mountains did not end.

They stood one after another.

Each one rose and fell, like triangles.

Between them, there were no valleys,

just creeks running through.

Where they met, the land dipped.

Like a hollow.

Like a narrow gate.

You couldn’t see what was behind.

You had to go over.

Then another mountain appeared.

Then another.

Everything felt far.

You had to walk.

Long narrow paths.

But at the same time,

people were close.

You didn’t need to go to their house to talk.

You could just shout

from your yard.

People knew each family.

They heard things.

When I was little,

I knew which family had dogs.

Which one had guests visiting.

Which one’s chickens laid eggs.

And when I went to other houses,

they told me

they heard me crying

when my mum beat me.


There were no roads.

Just paths

made by feet.

Some were on the mountain ridge.

Some ran along the side of the mountain, not going up or down, just across.

When we walked on them,

we turned our bodies toward the rock

and moved sideways,

one step, then another.

I kept my arms in.

On the other side,

the slope dropped away.

There were hollows below

where the air stayed colder and quieter.


At the bottom, there were pools under the rock.

You couldn’t see how deep they were.

Sometimes after rain,

the water turned slowly,

one big circle or many small ones.

No sound.

Just cold air coming at you.

It gave you chills.


If you wanted to go to the local shop, school, or the town, the county,

you had to go all the way down to the foot of the mountain.

That’s where the road was.

Only one road out.

When I was little,

I heard people say

the people who built that road

were very tall.

When they finished,

they tricked some girls

and other people’s wives

into going with them.


The only transport to town was three-wheel trucks.

The road moved along the mountain.

Sometimes at the bottom.

Sometimes halfway up.

Like a snake.

Or more like a belt wrapped around it.

When it rained,

there were mudslides.

Landslides.

◆◆◆


A lot of people lost their lives on that road.

Some on the way to the hospital.

Some on the way back,

after buying a new truck.

Some were just taking their kids to buy candy.

A man from our area made a little money

selling bamboo carriers.

Not much.

But enough that one time

he wanted to take his son to the town

to buy things for the family.

He went to the local school,

to borrow a push-bike from the teacher.

The teacher came from a town

near the country.

She was one of the only two people

who had a bike.

The other one

was my father’s brother Hai's wife Chou.


The teacher didn’t want to lend it to him.

She said,

“The front brake was not working.”

But he insisted.

He wouldn’t leave

without the bike.

So she gave it to him.

He put his little boy

on the back seat

and rode away.


Not long after,

from the next village people came running,

shouting.

They had seen something

from across the mountain.

That road—

the one that twists through the mountain

like a maze—

has many sharp corners.

At one of those corners,

the man and his son

went off the road.

They fell down the slope.

It was steep.

Full of sharp stones.

Below that,

the river.

The wife

and her daughter

buried them.

After that,

she went to the school.

She stayed in the teacher’s office.

She cried.

She shouted.

She swore.

She lay on the floor

and wouldn’t get up.

The teacher later sent her own small son

away,

back to her husband

who was teaching in the town school.

Months later,

when the wife finally left,

she went back to her daughter.

But she was not the same.

She moved like a shadow.

Barely took care of the child.

Later,

a man from another village married her.

He looked after her

until she died.

She lived long enough

to see her grandchildren.

The daughter grew up.

She married young.

Very young.

The man was much older than her.

They had children.

Later,

he died

working in a big city.


Every time I passed that corner,

I felt something.

Not because of the depth.

But because I felt

they were still there.

Under the road.

On the sharp stones.

Blue.

Moss green.

I always wondered

what they felt

in that moment.

The father—

knowing

it would end in seconds.

And his son

behind him.

◆◆◆

If you wanted to go to the county,

you had to get up at 3am.

Walk down the mountain.

Catch the truck to the town.

Then catch the bus.

You took the same truck or bus back in the afternoon.

There were no others.

If you missed it,

you stayed in the town.

Or the county.

You could even smell the food from your house.

But you couldn’t get back.

You stamped your feet.

Gritting your teeth.

You had to stay in a cold motel.

No hot water.

It cost more than anything else on the trip.

When you got home,

that was the only thing you remembered.

You missed the truck or the bus.

You gritted your teeth again.


And when there were landslides

or floods,

it was different again.

You took a motor ride

until the road stopped.

At the landslide.

Then you got off.

Walked over it.

You stepped into the mud.

Leaned your body close to the slope.

Held onto the stones.

When you moved your feet,

only your feet came out.

Your shoes stayed behind.

On the other side,

another motor ride.

Then another landslide.

You got off again.

Walked again.

Then another ride.

Like that.

Until you reached where you were going.

◆◆◆

There were only two happy memories on that road.

One was was carrying a handmade brazier with charcoal fire my dad made for us

to school, and back again.

The other is getting free rides on tractors after school.

From Grade 1 to 3,

we studied at the village school.

After that,

we had to go to a combined school

with children from other villages.

From Grade 7 to 9,

we had to go even further,

to the town school.

Sometimes, we stayed at the combined school for weekdays, during the winter term.

At the town school,

we stayed during the week for all terms.

It took two to four hours to walk there.

There were no cars.

Not even three-wheelers for us.

Or maybe there were,

but no one had the money

to use them for school.


Sometimes,

we got a ride on a small three-wheeled tractor.

When we heard one coming behind us,

we all started running.

Running out of breath,

up the hill.

Then we stopped

and stood on both sides of the road,

turning to watch it come closer.

Excited.

Our legs were bouncing,

our feet are lifting,

our hands are rubbing.

Full of energy.

When the tractor came close,

we rushed toward it

and climbed on.

The tractor struggled to go uphill.

It got loud.

Smoke came out.

From behind,

I could see the driver’s chin,

smiling.

When it reached the top,

we all jumped off.

The open boot has no back side, only three sides.

When it reached flat ground and sped up,

it would shake us off.

This only happened on the way back from school.

On the way there,

there were no uphill parts.

Only sharp turns going down.
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◆◆◆

There were a lot of creeks on the mountain.

They ran down to the river at the foot.

Near the river, there were rice fields.

When I was little, after school,

we played “hide and seek” in the rice bundles.

[image: ]

Sometimes, when I was alone,

I threw the bundles into the river,

then stood on them.

Let the water carry me.

Back then, the water was very clean.

There wasn’t any rubbish,

not even animal droppings,

just fish and stones.

Sometimes I washed my hair there.

Sometimes I went into the water.

I leaned my body against the current.

Opened my arms.

Like a fish.

I let the water carry me a little.

It pushed against my shoulders.

Warm.

Soft.

Sometimes it took away my precious food when I lifted my school bag and my pants to cross it.

◆◆◆


There were lots of plants next to the water.

They had a strong smell.

Spicy.

When you smelled them,

you felt a bit excited.

A bit dizzy.

We picked some.

Used a stone to smash them.

Made them into a paste.

Then we threw the paste into the water.

After a while,

the small fish started turning,

white bellies up.

Then we went in to catch the bigger ones.

Sometimes we let them go.

Sometimes we took them home.

Fried them.

They were crunchy.

Chewy.

Spiky.

◆◆◆

The mountain was dangerous.

You knew that.

But at the same time,

it gave you things.

Enough to keep you alive.

If you were willing to risk it,

you could get things from it.

Kiwi.

Cherry.

Herbs.

Bamboo.


In winter, we went into the deep mountain to cut bamboo.

We chose the older ones.

Cut them.

Left the leafy ends on.

Then we tied them together.

Turned them so the leaves faced down the slope.

After that, we sat on the leafy end

and pushed.

Once it started,

it didn’t wait.

The bundle moved under me.

I held onto the bamboo,

but I couldn’t control it.

The slope took it.

The leaves slid against the ground,

and it got fast very quickly.

My body followed.

There was no steering.

Just holding on.

Letting it run

until it slowed on its own,

or reached flatter ground.

The wind hit your face.

Your eyes watered.

Your nose and the back of your head hurt.

You thought,

there’s a tree.

I’m going to hit it.

I might die.

Or it will shake me off.

But at the same time,

there was nothing I could do

to stop it

or turn.


One time, when I was trying to climb up in a bamboo grove,

I slipped.

My face went down.

I heard a sound.

Clear.

Crisp.

My nose went from hurt,

to numb,

then hurt again.

I got up very quickly,

saw the sharp bamboo stump,

and held my nose tightly.

For a moment,

I thought it went through my nose.

I ran to my parents.

My father lifted my chin.

Looked.

He said,

“Not a big deal. It didn’t go through.”

These were the mountains

you could see from space.

And our houses in them.


Chapter Two—The First House

Our first house sat on one slice of the mountain, alone.

My mum said,

“My life was destroyed by your grandpa (whose name is Woo). He didn’t let me go to school. Now even if the words were the size of a bowl, I still could not read them.

If not for him,

I wouldn’t have married your father.

I wouldn’t be living here.

He made your father exchange the land near the river

for this one.”

He said, “My third daughter is very strong. Living here far away from people, with no neighbours, would save all the troubles” my mum copied his tone.

Before that, it was just a hill with trees.

◆◆◆


The house faced east.


When I was little, I could tell the time by looking at the sun’s movement.

In the morning, I faced east. I could see the sun rise slowly from the hollow between the faraway mountains. It shone into our main room, nearly reaching the back wall, then slowly moved toward the door, out of the door, and then shaded the yard.

In the evening, when I turned around, I saw the sunset behind the house.

The walls were mud.

Thick.

The walls were very tall.

The roof was slate, laid on tree trunk beams.

Heavy.

Sitting on the wall, like an upside-down V.


When you stepped inside,

you were in the middle room—the main room.

From there,

the bedroom was on the left.

If you turned right,

there were the kitchen and the fire pit.

Above the middle room,

there was another level.

Not over everything.

Just part of it.

The middle room held the only entrance from outside,

before my nana (my father’s mum) moved in.

We stored crops there.

We ate there.

Most things happened there.

Above it,

there were dried corn shells.

Soft.

Uneven.

There was a hole in the wall, covered by corn shells.

A dog hole.

It led to the space above the bedroom.


The bedroom was on the left.

My sister and I slept at one end.

My parents at the other.

There was some furniture around the beds.

Under the ground,

there was a hole with lid for vegetables.

Potatoes.

Sweet potatoes.

Carrots.

I liked jumping down into the hole,

smelling the damp earth,

and playing with the buds growing out of the potatoes.

The shrunk potatoes looked like very old people’s faces,

but with baby buds.

I threw them out of the hole,

climbed out,

closed the lid,

and couldn’t wait to put them into the hot stove.

I couldn’t wait for the next time

to open a lid,

smell it,

and jump in again.


Above the bedroom,

there was another level.

You reached it by a ladder

through a cut in the ceiling,

then closed it with a lid.

There was a wooden box there, with a lid that could only be opened from above.

That box was where my mother hid in emergencies.

The authorities came.

My mum was always in the bedroom in case they came suddenly. When they came, she ran upstairs. My father took away the ladder and put it on the second floor of the middle room. My mum closed the ceiling lid, went into the box, and closed the lid.

The authorities went in and out of the house.

They looked through every room.

Looked up to the second floor.

They didn’t say much.

Then they left.

After they were gone,

my dad said,

“Quick.

Go get your mum out of the box.”

So I climbed up the ladder. A huge pile of corn shells was in front of me. I hurried to get to where the hole was.

I couldn’t go through it.

I climbed on top.

It was very high.

Wobbly.

Like it could shake me off.

I kept my eyes forward.

On the wall,

where the dog hole was.

But I could feel the floor downstairs in my head, far below.

Air came up from downstairs.

My back felt cold.

I pushed through.

Went across.

My legs dragged some corn shells with me.

I reached the box.

“Mum?” I called.

Then opened it.

One time the authorities would not leave.

My mum nearly died in it.

After that, she found a small gap in the cliff, with a little rock she could slide into, in the bushes near our house.
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