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To my mother, 楊世蓉.






流水今日, 明月前身。

—司空圖《二十四詩品 洗練》

And flowing water is right now, the bright moon, its former self.

—Ssu-K’ung T’u, Washed and Refined, The Twenty Four Categories of Poetry








THE LITTLE HOUSE

Outside the Little House, Old Stone was talking about geese.

“Their intestines. That’s the best part,” he said. “The best goose intestines come from White Family Town; do you know why?”

“No idea,” I said.

“The women there have strong and slender fingers. The perfect kind of fingers for plunging into the goose’s asshole and yanking out the entrails while it’s still alive. They do it with precision and determination. They do this in a flash to preserve its tenderness.”

“I’m a vegetarian.”

He shook his head. “Why?”

I thought about how to reply.

“That’s no good,” he said. “Plus, I don’t think I’ve seen you eating since you came here.”

“I don’t feel hungry,” I said.

He turned around to the table next to us and shouted, “Small Bamboo! Can you talk some sense into this girl?”

Small Bamboo had fallen asleep in his chair. It was almost 3 a.m.

“Anyway,” he said, turning back to me, “guess which part of the cow the yellow throat comes from?”

“Its throat?”

“Ha!” He reached for his beer and took a long pull. “I’ve asked more than a hundred people this question. Nobody’s got it right. It comes from the cow’s coronary artery. And it has to be the right one. Because the right one’s thinner than the left one, so it gets cooked very quickly in the hot pot. Do you know how many seconds it takes to cook the yellow throat?”

“Uh-uh.”

“Eight seconds. Lots of people overcook it. That’s why you should never throw a piece of yellow throat into the pot. Hold it with chopsticks and dip it into the soup. Count to eight and take it out. Only this way will it be crispy and chewy.”

“I need to go to bed now,” I said.

“Sure. You go.” He took another mouthful from his beer bottle.

“Aren’t you going to sleep?”

“Ah no, no, I’m fine. When you are old you don’t need to sleep. I’ll just get another beer.”

He stood up and walked into the Little House. The light was still on. Sister Du was curled up on a booth seat, snoring. I watched through the window as Old Stone went behind the bar, grabbed a Tsingtao, and returned.

“I’ll ask her to put it on my tab in the morning.” He slumped back into his chair.

“I’m going now. Good night.” I stood up and walked back into the tent I shared with Vertical.



Small Bamboo had brought me to the Little House three days earlier. When he bumped into me, I was sitting on a bench outside my apartment compound, reading a book.

“Hey, Pigeon,” he said, coming swiftly across the street towards me. “What are you doing here?”

“Just reading,” I said, waving my book at him. “To kill some time.”

He tilted his head and read: “The Plague. I didn’t know you kids still read Camus.”

“Some of us do.”

“Where are you staying these days?” he asked.

“I’m camping in the courtyard, with my neighbors.” I pointed back over my head.

“That’s no fun,” Small Bamboo said. “Why don’t you come with me to the Little House? We’re all staying there in the square: Old Stone, Young Li, Six Times, Vertical, Chilly, and lots of other poets.”

“But I don’t write poems,” I said.

He grinned. “It doesn’t matter. Just come with me.”

We walked to the Little House. The buses hadn’t been running since the twelfth and there were no taxis. Small Bamboo had smoked three cigarettes by the time he finally remembered to offer me one. I told him I didn’t smoke.

“You’re sensible. Cigarettes kill you.” He nodded, taking out another one and lighting it up.

We went across the Second Ring Road and turned into Ping’an Square.

“Wow,” I said.

The sunken square was brimming with tents, of various sizes and spectacular styles, their colors spanning the full visible spectrum. Small Bamboo pointed at the building at the far end of the square and told me the Little House was on that corner. We descended into the square and wove our way through it. The tents were clustered closely together and cast shadows over one another. People sat outside, eating, chatting, bartering. Vendors elbowed past with their baskets, selling food, magazines, T-shirts, and cosmetics. Kids chased one another, laughing. We steered through, Small Bamboo nodding at acquaintances and friends. Ahead of us, I saw a gigantic scarlet tent. It looked like a castle.

“That’s Young Li’s,” Small Bamboo said. “One big living room and three bedrooms for him, his wife, and two kids. There’s even a kitchen inside. God knows where that prawn got it from!”

It was a warm late May afternoon. The air was stale and humid. We walked from the sunken square up the steps and arrived at a run-down pub. Above, three big white characters hung, which read: The Little House. A dot in the first character was missing. A large group of men and women—the poets—sat outside, drinking beer. Small Bamboo introduced me: “This is Pigeon.”

“Pigeon!” they called out together, like a choir singing.

“I’ve heard about you,” one of them, a man in his forties, said. “You’re the kid who writes fiction.”

A middle-aged woman in a red floral dress looked me up and down. “You seem like a smart kid,” she said. “You should write poems.”

“Ignore these old drunks,” Small Bamboo said apologetically. “You go sit with Vertical.” He pointed me to a table on the side, at which a young woman and two men in their twenties sat. They waved at me gleefully.

Later I realized they were all in varying degrees of drunkenness. Some had been drinking since Monday; some had started on the evening of the twelfth. Sister Du, the owner of the Little House and Small Bamboo’s cousin, had driven her mini-truck to the wholesale market outside the city three times to restock beer. The supermarkets nearby had nothing left.

“And all of these rats here, they don’t even bother to pay,” Sister Du said. “ ‘Put it on the tab’ they say—but nobody ever opened a tab!”

“I’ll have tea, please,” I said, taking out my wallet.

“Ah, come’n take a beer,” she said, and opened a Tsingtao for me. “I’ll put it on the tab.”

I took the bottle, walked outside, and sat down at the table with Vertical, her boyfriend Chilly, and Six Times. A woman with a basket approached, wondering if any of us would be interested in purchasing her goods. She lifted up the lid, revealing the little turtles inside. They were luminous, as white as pearls.

We were admiring the turtles when the alarm rang out in the sky.

“Always this time of day,” the woman said. She covered her basket and trotted away.

That night I washed my face for the first time since the twelfth and slept in Vertical’s tent. There was moaning coming, off and on, from different directions. Someone sang until the small hours. Eventually, I slept like a dead person and did not dream of anything.



It was 2008. My father had been dead for six years. My grandfather had died in 2000 after having a stroke outside a convenience store. My first aunt, she’d lost her life in 1998 due to a hemorrhoid removal operation. My uncle had broken his neck in the summer of 1990, when going for a dive in the river with his friends.

“Both of my parents died in 1989,” Small Bamboo said, “my mother at the beginning of the year because of diabetes; my father at the end of year, in prison.”

“My girlfriend has been dead for ten years now,” Old Stone said. “She struggled with anorexia for years and killed herself in the winter of 1998.”

“You prawns!” Young Li puffed out a mouthful of smoke. “Can we talk about something else? Haven’t we had enough of dead people?”

“Shall we have a game of mahjong?” Old Stone suggested.

After they left the table, I took out my book and began to read. The TV was on in the next room, and Sister Du and the waitresses were watching the news, weeping.

Six Times wandered over and sat down beside me. “What are you reading?”

I showed him the cover.

“Camus,” he said. “Interesting. Do you like him?”

“He’s all right,” I said.

“You should read Márquez,” he said. “Love in the Time of Cholera is a better choice.”

I put down the book and looked at him. “What are you getting at?”

He smiled shyly. “Vertical and Chilly are having sex in my tent. Shall we go to Vertical’s tent and have sex as well?”

I thought about his proposal for a while. “Okay,” I said.

We walked into Vertical’s tent and removed our clothes. He touched me for a short while before entering. We hugged and moved towards and away from each other repeatedly. I felt cold the whole time because I was lying on the ground. He cried when he came.

Afterwards, we sat outside the tent, sharing a cigarette.

“Four days ago I was a nonsmoker,” I said.

“Five days ago I had no idea there’d be an earthquake,” he said. “What were you doing?”

“I was giving my cat a bath,” I said. “And you?”

“I was trying to fix my laptop,” he said. “How’s your cat?”

“She ran away wet. Hope she’s dry now. How’s your laptop?”

“Dead,” he said.

“I heard earlier on TV,” I said, “that the number of casualties is now sixty-two thousand, three hundred and fifty-seven.”

He took the cigarette and smoked. “You have a good memory.”

The alarm rang sharply across the city again.

Sister Du rushed out of the Little House and shouted: “Another one is coming! The news just said there’s a big aftershock tonight! Magnitude seven point eight to eight. The government is telling us to seek shelter.”

“Relax, cousin,” Small Bamboo said, half-turning from the mahjong table. “We are already in a shelter.”



That night, nobody could sleep. We went into Young Li’s tent and sat down in the living room. It was surreally spacious, furnished with a pair of ivory four-seater leather sofas, one white armchair, and a cream chaise longue. There was even a bookshelf.

Small Bamboo sat down in the armchair. “Bloody hell,” he said, slapping his thigh. “This is a palace.” Young Li and Six Times walked in, carrying a square table. They put it down and flipped up four curved extensions. An enormous round table emerged.

We all stared at it. “Bloody hell,” Small Bamboo said.

“Old Stone asked me to get a big table for dinner,” Young Li said.

“If this is the table we’re sitting at, I’ll need a telescope to see the dishes,” said Chilly.

“When the aftershock comes, we can hide underneath it,” Six Times said, knocking the tabletop.

While Old Stone was busy cooking in the kitchen with Calm—Young Li’s wife—and Sister Du helping out, we talked about him. Apparently, after his girlfriend died, Old Stone immersed himself in the study of how to make the perfect twice-cooked pork. From there, taking it dish by dish, he had become a chef and a reputable food critic. He’d published three books: Love and Lust in Sichuan Cuisine, The Pepper Corn Empire, and The Night We Ate Armadillos. The last one was a collection of poems.

“I actually have the books here.” Young Li stood up and searched on the bookshelf. “Here.” He took a book out, leaned on the bookshelf, and started to read: “ ‘When language becomes corrupt, we need to talk about fish. Are fish happy? someone asked, a long time ago. You have no idea because you’re not a fish. If a tomato knows a fish well…’ ”

“Is this the poetry book?” I asked.

“No, it’s his cookbook,” Young Li said, and pushed it back.

Everybody laughed. I laughed with them. We drank beer.

Calm came out from the kitchen, wearing a purple apron on top of the red floral dress. She dropped a stack of bowls and chopsticks on the table and said: “The food is coming.”

We pushed over the sofas and each grabbed a bowl and chopsticks. As we took our seats, Sister Du carried out the starters on a tray and put them down one by one: chicken feet with pickled chilies, fried fish skin with coriander, marinated pig’s tails and thousand-year eggs with green pepper.

The poets cheered and dived in.

“What can Pigeon have? She’s vegetarian,” Vertical said.

Young Li examined the dishes. “Fish skin? There’s no meat in it.”

“It’s fine. I’m not really hungry,” I said, and drank my beer.

The starters were gone within minutes and Sister Du delivered more dishes: hot, steaming, and aromatic. Old Stone’s signature twice-cooked pork was served, followed by braised pork belly, stewed pig feet with fermented black bean, sautéed pig kidney and liver, and braised pig knuckles with bamboo shoots.

“Where does he get all this stuff?” Chilly marveled, jabbing a knuckle with his chopsticks.

“Old Stone has connections,” Young Li mumbled between chewing. “Do you know who his father is?”

Chilly shook his head. “No, should I?”

Young Li spat out a bone and disclosed a name that I had learned in my Local History class at elementary school.

“Seriously?” Chilly said.

“Yep.” Small Bamboo nodded. “This prawn could have been sitting in an office in the central government now if he hadn’t got the wrong girlfriend and joined the protest with her at the wrong time.”

“Our generation is just fucked,” Young Li said.

“We’re fucked too,” Chilly said competitively.

They continued arguing while the second round of food was brought out. This time: sliced beef in chili oil, stewed beef brisket in casserole, spiced calf ribs with Sichuan peppercorn, and beef offal soup.

The room was filled with hot steam. I sneezed.

“Can I get you anything?” Vertical said. “Poor Pigeon, you must be starving.”

“I’m fine,” I insisted.

She looked around the table. “How about the soup? I can get you some soup without offal,” she said.

“Uh, okay,” I said.

She ladled me a bowl of offal-free soup. I stared at it and drank. The soup flew into my mouth and diffused into my guts, like a long, soft exhalation. It made me think of when my grandfather carried me on his back to the cattle market to see the cows. They smelled like manure and peat. Their eyes were the eyes of Buddha. They looked at me.

“Can I have another one?” I said. “With offal, please.”

We were all devouring like wretched beasts. It began to rain outside. The rain fell, drumming the roof with an urgent rhythm while more food was served. We had a round of poultry: chicken, duck, goose, quail, and ostrich; and then six types of fish: rudd, sea bass, mandarin, silver jin, golden chang, and fugu; afterwards some rare delicacies whose names I learned from the others: boar, abalone, soft-shelled turtle, muntjac, and armadillo.

“Bloody hell,” Small Bamboo said, his chopsticks gnashing. The rain fell in torrents.

A group of beautiful women walked out from the kitchen, wearing shiny silk dresses embroidered with pearls. Their hair was embellished with small crowns and colorful feathers, their lips glossily red. Together, they held a huge brass pot, in which a dense and hearty chili stew bubbled, exuding a brawny fragrance of meat, chili pepper, and Chinese five-spice mixture. It was head stew, and had been extremely well cooked so the heads cracked, mushed and melted together—some eyes were missing, some noses crooked, lots of tongues stuck out. They were the heads of men and women.

My stomach turned sharply. I bent and threw up under the table.


The Night We Ate Armadillos

By: Old Stone

About five in the afternoon Small Bamboo asked me

to have dinner with him and his friend Boss Huang.

Huang has got some rare delicacies, he told me.

In a private dining room Huang locked

the door and served us a huge pot of braised

armadillos.

Dig in, said Huang, it’s a first-class national protected animal

so we are all committing crimes together.

Speaking of criminals, said Small Bamboo,

the armadillos were Chairman Mao’s favorite

when he was a guerrilla

in the Jinggang Mountains

back in the old days



The day after the dinner party, a real crisis set in. It had rained so much the previous night that the water had swept through the wreckage, where hundreds of thousands of bodies were still buried, and into the reservoir.

“Now we’ll have to drink skin-flavored water,” Chilly said.

“Ew,” Vertical said.

We were sitting outside the Little House. Old Stone had advised us earlier to relax and not to worry about the water. There were at least eight or nine cartons of beer stocked in the Little House, so we should be well hydrated for another couple of days. “Trust me, before we finish the beer somebody will sort the water out,” he concluded, and went to join Small Bamboo, Young Li, and Calm for a game of mahjong.

The rest of us sat, drinking beer and smoking cigarettes. In the center of the square, a man stood on a table, looking down at the crowd while shouting: “One last ticket to Beijing! The train leaves at ten tonight! Any higher offers?” In the opposite direction, a young nurse held a megaphone, calling: “Volunteers needed! Volunteers needed! The bus leaves at eight a.m. tomorrow at the community medical center!” A group of teenagers chased a boy out of a convenience shop a few doors down. “Give us the milk, you cocksucker!” A woman walked by in front of us, weeping, holding a small child in her arms.

“It’s like watching a movie,” Six Times said.

“I feel troubled that I’m not really sad,” said Chilly.

“I’m not very sad either,” Vertical said. “And you? Pigeon.”

“I’ve been thinking,” I said slowly. “All of this is great material. But I don’t think I’ll ever write about the earthquake.”

“I’ll never write about it either,” Six Times said.

“And what do we say when many years later people ask us about the big earthquake in 2008?” Vertical said.

“We can talk about the aggressive beer drinking,” Chilly suggested.

“And the sounds of intercourse at night,” Six Times said.

“And the banquet Old Stone cooked for us,” I added.

Vertical turned to me and smiled. “Is everything all right, Pigeon?”

A woman screamed in the square. A tent fell. Some young men shouted loudly.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“You’ve mentioned that dinner a number of times already,” Vertical said. “And you’re reading Old Stone’s poetry book.”

“Young Li lent me the book,” I said. “But I find it difficult to understand.”

“Poetry is not for understanding,” Chilly said.

Six Times downed his beer. “Think about it this way,” he said, “when you write a story, you’re essentially creating a dish. You want people to see the meat and the veg and even to smell the fragrances. But they can’t actually eat it. They can only imagine the taste of the food by interpreting the image of it.”

I thought of yesterday’s dinner again. They all seemed to have forgotten what happened.

“But none of these matter to us,” Six Times continued. “When poets come into the room we simply chomp on the fictional dish you’ve created. We eat up the food and shit it out later. And the shit is poetry.”

Chilly laughed and clapped. Vertical and I laughed as well.



That night, I stayed in Six Times’s tent and we made love like primitives. There were no condoms, so he came on my belly. Later, to help me clean up, he poured some beer on my belly and wiped it off with his socks. I told him I would prefer to have dried sperm on my belly than cold beer and the filth from his socks. He said he was sorry.

Afterwards we slept. A series of magnitude 4 to 5 aftershocks struck, rocking us into deeper sleep. In my dreams I had a conversation about the earthquake. I remembered it clearly even after waking up. My deceased father sat in front of me, his face stained by a thick tawny paste, his nose crooked. And he asked me: “How do you know this is all real and happening? How can you be sure you haven’t already died in the earthquake and are just living in the afterlife?”

I told Old Stone about my dream and he laughed for quite a while. “That is a very Zhuangzian dream,” he said.

“You could say that about every dream,” I said.

“Have you ever eaten butterflies?” he said. “I haven’t had butterflies per se but once in Kunming I had caterpillars. They were nicely deep-fried, lightly seasoned with chili powder and cumin, and tasted like crispy air.”

We sat outside the Little House, facing the square. Nearly one third of the tents had disappeared, leaving discolored spots on the ground, like the surface of the moon. Young Li’s red tent remained standing.

“How much longer do you think we can last without water?” I asked.

“Not long,” Old Stone said. “But we might surprise ourselves—this morning, a search team dug out a man who’d been buried for more than seventy-two hours, still alive.”

“That’s something,” I said.

“So I suppose the real question is—another Zhuangzian one—do you actually want to live or not?” He continued: “With my girlfriend, I realized she had given up when she lost her appetite. First she said she wasn’t hungry and then she just hated food, couldn’t stand looking at it, smelling it, or even hearing about it. One day we got up, I said, ‘What do you want to have for breakfast?’ and she screamed as if someone had stabbed her with a knife. That was when I knew she’d made up her mind.”

I was about to say something when the others came back in Sister Du’s mini-truck, carrying cardboard boxes and bags of bottled water, instant noodles, and other stuff. Small Bamboo sat down by us, unscrewed the lid from a bottle of water, and gulped down half of it. “Motherfucker!” he said. “I’ll never drink beer again.”

“Where did you get these?” Old Stone asked.

“The community medical center,” Small Bamboo said. “Sister Du heard a new batch of volunteers arrived from Xi’an, so we called over.”

“You prawns,” Old Stone said. “These are for the victims of the earthquake.”

Young Li sat down and started taking cartons of cigarettes out of his box. “We are the victims,” he said. “We’re all enduring.”

A man walked by. Young Li whistled and threw him a bottle of water and a carton of cigarettes. The man caught them swiftly and went away.

Later, Chilly, Vertical, Six Times, and I sat by the flower bed, eating tins of braised pork and sweet chili fish.

“These are not very good,” Chilly said, exerting himself to swallow.

“Xi’an people don’t know how to cook. They live only on noodles,” Six Times said.

“Taste fine to me,” I said.

Six Times turned around. “Since when are you eating meat?”

“I think Pigeon has a crush on Old Stone,” Vertical said.

They all looked at me and I said: “What?”

“You’re reading his book all the time. You put it right beside our pillow,” Six Times said.

“Because I’m trying to understand poetry,” I said. “Plus, I finished Camus.”

“Can I have Camus? I’ve always wanted to read The Plague,” Chilly said.

We then talked about The Plague and The Myth of Sisyphus, drinking beer and smoking cigarettes. Not far from us, Old Stone, Small Bamboo, Young Li, and Calm were playing mahjong on a square table. Calm wore a green cardigan on top of the red floral dress. She hurrahed, pushed down her tiles, and clapped. The three men handed over their money. The others were watching TV inside the Little House. The volume was loud, announcing that the government was installing a new water filtration system in the reservoir. “…We are fighting minutes and snatching seconds,” it said.

For the first time in many years, I felt a tingling of contentment. I ate meat and drank water. I had a bed to sleep in. Before long, I would go to my bed and have a dream about butterflies, and, just like Zhuangzi, I would not be able to tell if it was me who dreamed about the butterflies or a butterfly who dreamed about me.






SHOOTING AN ELEPHANT

When Shanshan woke up, Declan had already left the house. It took her a while to remember where she was. Ireland. Quietly she pronounced the word, her tongue curling back, brushing across her upper palate with a soft tingling. “Ireland.”

The country was still new to her and the horse chestnut trees in Phoenix Park were rustling freshly as Shanshan walked beneath. Around her, the wild fields extended, the wind combing through the tall and lush grass. Shanshan had never seen a place so green and immense. It made her breathe deeply.

Shanshan had been coming to the park regularly since moving with Declan into a terraced cottage off North Circular Road. At the viewing, she hadn’t particularly liked the cottage because it smelled of mold, but Declan had told the agent right away they’d take it. “It couldn’t be more convenient,” both he and the agent had agreed. The house was five minutes’ walk to the Special Criminal Court, where Declan had started his new job as a court reporter.

Declan had promised her that this job would allow him plenty of holiday and spare time, so he could repaint the house, show her around the city, and even, when the weather permitted, drive her to the sea. However, a big case had come in as soon as Declan had started, and he had been stationed at the court ever since.

The case involved someone called “Slab” Murphy. The name sounded odd to Shanshan, so she asked why the man was named Slab. “I have no idea,” Declan said, typing on his laptop. “Maybe he has a flat forehead?”

A couple of days after this conversation, when Shanshan was getting milk from Londis by the quay, she glimpsed a headline on the newsstand: “Tight Security Outside Court as Case Against Ex-IRA Commander ‘Slab’ Murphy Gets Under Way.” Then she saw underneath the headline a picture of an old Irishman with a weathered face and red cheeks. The man wore a khaki-colored flat cap, so there was no way for Shanshan to know the shape of his forehead.

Shanshan brought the milk to the cashier before remembering the thing Declan had asked her to get. She took out her phone and opened Notes.

“Can I also get this, please?” She raised her phone to the cashier so he could see the words on the screen.

“Blu Tack,” the cashier read out. “Sure.” He walked away and soon returned with a slim, square packet.

“What do you need this for?” he asked, scanning the packet.

“I don’t know,” Shanshan said. “My husband asked me to get it.”

The cashier smiled. “My little brother used to love Blu Tack,” he said. “It was his favorite thing and he played with it all the time.”

He popped the packet beside the milk. “Four sixty-five, please.”

While Shanshan searched for the change in her wallet, the cashier said: “It’s been five years since he died. My little brother. He had autism.”

Shanshan looked up at the cashier. He was a tall man with a full, dark beard, his hair a neat crew cut. “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, giving him the money.

“Thanks.” He punched open the cash machine and handed her the receipt. His forearm was covered in tattoos. “Have a good day.”



Shanshan had been learning to enjoy her days since moving to Dublin. In this foreign city, her anonymity soothed her, although she was struck that, here, anyone could turn to her at any moment and start a conversation about practically anything.

One day, in Phoenix Park, she complimented an old couple on their adorable beagle, and they told her in turn about their son who had lived in Shanghai for seven years and had just proposed to his Chinese girlfriend.

Another rainy day at IMMA, when she and a young man happened to stop, at the same time, in front of a painting of the Ox Mountains, she learned about the time he got totally pissed in Sligo and fell into the river.

In the cafeteria of the Chester Beatty, as she was queuing beside the salad bar, a woman behind her asked where would be a good place to get authentic tofu. The woman was pleased that, since she had begun a vegetarian diet, her eczema had cleared up like a miracle.

At dinner, Declan said: “Did you enjoy the Chester Beatty? Did you see their ukiyo-e collection?”

The radio hummed in the background. Some country music was playing.

Shanshan nodded, chewing the chicken. “There were also Ming dynasty snuff bottles.”

“An oriental paradise.” Declan reached out for the butter. “Back in college, it was one of my favorite places to go.”

“I took their brochure for the winter exhibitions and talks,” Shanshan said. “I’ll definitely visit again.”

The music stopped. A soft-spoken man began to speak. A man of constant sorrow, Shanshan heard the voice saying.

“Sorry you’re doing everything by yourself,” Declan said, mashing a potato with his fork. “I wish I could go with you, but this case is just crazy. They are going through the ledgers and checkbooks the guards found at Slab Murphy’s farm, and it’s taking forever.”

“I didn’t know he had a farm.” Shanshan cut the broccoli.

“Sure he does. It’s what all this fuss is about. Some tax he didn’t pay for extra herds of cattle.” Declan poured some gravy on the potatoes. “Mam wants to know if we’re going back for the October bank holiday.”

“I thought we are painting the house that weekend, to get rid of the mold,” Shanshan said, glancing across the table at her husband.

“That’s right,” Declan said. “Then I’ll tell her we’ll be back for Christmas.”

“I can’t believe we’re already talking about Christmas,” Shanshan said, letting out a big yawn. The radio host’s voice was hypnotizing.

Declan reached over and squeezed her hand. “Go lie down,” he said. “I’ll sort out the dishes. Remember you still need plenty of rest.”



Shanshan did not tell Declan that, in fact, she had not thought of the mold for a while. The odor had either disappeared or had subsided into the ordinary along with the other mundane aspects of her life. She kept it hidden from her husband that the real reason she didn’t want to go back to Longford was that she could not bear the attentive and measured inquiries from Declan’s parents, their incessant wondering whether she had got better.

Shanshan thought she was doing well, as much as circumstances allowed. She had been dutifully taking iron supplements every day, plus three red dates. She had told the translation agencies that she would not take on any new jobs until perhaps next year. She had moved to a new country where the sky was azure and the air revitalizing and clear. She had been coaching herself not to look back.

At Londis, after she paid for an Innocent smoothie, the cashier said: “Can I ask you something if you don’t mind?”

“Sure.” Shanshan screwed open the bottle and took a sip. The icy drink ran down her throat.

“Do you speak Chinese?” he said.

Shanshan told herself not to frown. She thought of the homeless guy on Seán Heuston Bridge who’d always shout “Ni hao” to her whenever she passed by. “Let’s say I do.”

The cashier grinned and rolled up his short sleeve to show her a fist-sized tattoo stretching on his upper left arm. “Can you check this for me? I told the artist I wanted the word for ‘home,’ does it look right to you?”

Shanshan then recognized the black curlicues, 冢.

“Oh no.” She gasped slightly.

Behind her, a man queued with a full basket. “Just one second,” the cashier said to the man before asking Shanshan: “Is it not right?” He checked his biceps.

“Uh,” Shanshan said. “This is not the character for ‘home.’ It means ‘grave.’ ”

“You’re kidding me.”

Shanshan glanced at the uncomplaining customer. “It should be easy to get it fixed,” she said to the cashier quickly. “You just need to move the dot in the middle to the top of the character and then it’s ‘home.’ Do you want me to write it down for you?”

The cashier thought about it for a few seconds. “Ah, never mind,” he said, “I’ll keep it as it is. ‘Grave’ is grand.” He rolled down his sleeve and waved to the man to come over.

Later that day, Shanshan returned home after a long walk in town and slumped on the sofa in exhaustion. She stared at the slanted white ceiling and the apex farthest away from her and fell asleep.

Then she had a dream, in which she was still a girl, about nine or ten. She was in a residential area with nobody around. The sun beamed above the potholed asphalt road. As she walked on the road, she felt the sharp heat grilling her soles. All the houses seemed abandoned, the roofs covered by moss and the paint on the walls peeling off. She noticed this smell coming from somewhere. The stink of moldy food and dead animals. She walked for a long time and thought she was lost. The street signs were in a language she couldn’t understand. Eventually she saw someone approaching in the distance. She ran towards them and recognized it as a thin Burmese woman, carrying a basket on top of her head. The woman looked at her, and in English she asked: “Are you okay, little girl? Do you need help?”

The girl in her dream looked up, her face covered in tears. She cried to the Burmese woman in Chinese: “Wo zhao bu dao wo mama le.”

Shanshan woke up with a shiver, her mouth dry and bitter and her feet cold as ice. Mawlamyine, she thought. Outside the window, it had gone completely dark. The clock on the wall said five past six. There would be another hour or two before Declan finished work and came home. She walked to the kitchen to prepare dinner and turned on the radio.



The days were getting shorter and much wetter. The rain had been lashing down for days and, even when the bank holiday weekend began, showed no sign of stopping.

“I don’t think we can paint the house,” Declan said, sipping his coffee. “In this weather, the paint would never dry.”

Shanshan looked out the kitchen window. The geranium drooped, drowning in its flowerpot on the windowsill. “I don’t understand,” she said. “A week ago, it was so glorious and sunny.”

“Welcome to the Irish winter,” Declan said. “Be prepared. I heard this one is going to be stormy.”

The radio was tuned to RTÉ News. A woman spoke in a shrill voice. Let’s talk about now. The latest numbers show we have an unprecedented 4,080 homeless people in Dublin.

“What are we going to do, then?” Shanshan sliced her egg. The yolk seeped out like pus from an old boil.

“Rich people go to Spain to their holiday homes. The rest of us start heavy drinking.”

“I mean for this weekend.”

“I have some work I need to get on with,” Declan said, spreading a good layer of jam on his toast. “An editor in London approached me, asking if I would write a full-page feature on ‘Slab’ Murphy.”

“Will your boss be okay with it?” Shanshan asked. Declan worked for a news agency that sold court reports to different news channels.

“He won’t be back from Valencia until February,” Declan said. “Plus, it might not happen. The editor is only running the story if Slab is convicted, which will not be clear until maybe mid-November at the earliest.”

It was a man speaking on the radio now. Enough of this, Mary, he said.

“So you don’t need to start working on it right away, no?” Shanshan said. “Maybe we could go to IKEA instead.”

“Why? Haven’t you been there like, seven, eight times already?”

“Because there is stuff we need to get that can only be brought back by car.” Shanshan downed her coffee. It had turned lukewarm, which had brought out a staleness.

“Like what?” Declan looked around.

“Like a new mattress. This one from the landlord is too old. I can’t sleep, having all the springs prodding my back. And a bookshelf for the five boxes of books collecting dust in the study. A rug for the sitting room, so I could cover that stupid stain which is proving to be impossible to remove…” Shanshan stood up and stuck her coffee in the microwave. “I’m really trying, Declan, to make this place home. So can you please work with me?”

“All right, all right,” Declan said, throwing his hands up in the air. “I’ll work with you, lady.”



Shanshan didn’t reveal to Declan that the reason she loved going to IKEA was because it reminded her of China. Every time she walked into the bulky structure, beneath the thick yellow letters against their blue background, got on one of the identical escalators, and entered the display area with its familiar decorations and furniture, Shanshan would be convinced, unfailingly, that just outside this place was not Dublin but her hometown, the highway to the airport cutting through the rapeseed flower field and the tall and dense eucalyptus trees murmuring on the horizon.

In IKEA, kids flooded the floor, running, hopping, and sometimes crying. Shanshan found Irish children unbearably adorable, their crystal-like eyes large and colorful, their hair curly and fluffy, making her think of unicorns. She watched three kids looking around a showroom, giggling with excitement. A smart studio apartment on Bachelor’s Walk, the display board read. Two older girls and a younger boy, probably siblings. The sisters went to the kitchen, turning on the unplugged oven while the brother relaxed on the sofa, watching a pretend program on the cupboard TV.

Shanshan felt a hotness surge to her eyes. She walked away in a hurry and found Declan standing beside a pile of cushions, chatting with two young women. One of them was blond, the other a brunette with a ponytail.

Declan saw Shanshan walking towards them and waved at her. “Here you are! This is my colleague Maeve”—he pointed at the blonde—“and her housemate Laura.”

“Hello.” Shanshan smiled at them, looking up. They were both taller than her.

“You must be Shanshan,” Maeve said. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Really?” Shanshan continued to smile.

“And your name is beautiful,” Maeve said. She wore a marshmallow-blue jumper, which matched the color of her eyes, and a thin golden necklace.

“What does it mean?” Laura asked.

“It means the color coral, or moving very slowly.”

The two women laughed. “Isn’t Chinese a great language?” Maeve said.

After they said goodbye and carried on shopping, Declan gently held Shanshan’s shoulder. “I never knew your name also means ‘moving slowly.’ ”

Shanshan turned away from him to fetch an attractive woven basket from the display shelf. She was disappointed when she saw that inside was a smaller one with ugly patterns and the two baskets were stapled together by a plastic ring. “I’ve never heard about your co-workers,” she said, returning the set to its display.



As Shanshan had wished, the couple bought a mattress, a bookshelf, a rug, a coffee table, a bathroom shelf, and many small items that neither of them had planned to possess. However, after a rainy yet productive bank holiday weekend, when the furniture was put together, the boxes emptied, the shelves filled, and a cotton-rich sheet tightly secured on their new mattress, Shanshan once again woke up in the middle of the night, eyes wide open, staring into the dark where green and purple dots flickered.

She pushed herself up. Declan’s low, deep snoring continued. She went to the sitting room and turned on the floor lamp. Beside the fireplace, the bookshelf had been assembled and screwed to the wall. All five boxes of books had been put away, neatly fitting next to one another like rows of soldiers.

Shanshan slid her finger along the spines and read the titles one by one. She stopped at Burmese Days. Declan owned a full collection of George Orwell and had always, no matter where he had gone, moved around with them. Without thinking, she drew out the book.

It was pitch-dark outside. Even the streetlights were off. Through the bedroom door came the sound of Declan’s breath, like the slow waves of the sea. Shanshan held the book in her hand. On the cover was a sepia photograph of a well-dressed Burmese woman sitting in an ornate wooden chair, leaning forward. Her eyes were slender and dark, staring back at Shanshan.

As if captivated, Shanshan walked to the sofa, curled up on it, and opened the book.

She was woken by Declan in the early morning. “Why were you sleeping on the sofa?” he said.

Shanshan moaned and shifted to her side. Before she could think of a good answer, Declan frowned violently.

He hauled the book out from underneath her arm. “Why are you reading this?”

She knew what he meant but she had no answer. Instead she said: “I thought he was your favorite writer.” The Burmese woman looked down at Shanshan from the cover, a sarcastic expression on her face.

“It doesn’t matter.” Declan shoved the book back on the top shelf of the bookcase. “You should focus on getting better.”

“I am getting better.” Shanshan sat up.

Declan shook his head. “Stop kidding yourself.” He went into the kitchen and put on the kettle.

Shanshan tried to stand up but Declan’s assertion had pinned her to the seat.

“Would you just go to the bed and lie down?” he shouted from the kitchen. The kettle was boiling with an earth-splitting noise.

Shanshan stayed in the bedroom until Declan had left the house. In the afternoon, having finished a deep clean of the kitchen, she decided to go out for a stroll. She put on her winter coat, wrapped her scarf around her neck, and walked down Infirmary Road. All the London plane trees had lost their leaves, their branches bare in the air.

The Special Criminal Court was at the bottom of the road. Shanshan stopped opposite a bunch of schoolboys standing in two lines, waiting at the traffic light. One of the boys glanced at her. She smiled involuntarily. He turned around, said something to his friends. They all laughed.

When, after the traffic light changed, they passed her in the middle of road, Shanshan heard them murmuring. “Is she Chinese, or Japanese?” “I think she’s Chinese.” “I’d say Japanese.”

She walked quickly along the quay, and, before she knew it, drifted into Londis. The cashier was loading sandwiches by the fridge. He smiled at her. “It’s freezing now, isn’t it?”

“Yes, very windy,” Shanshan said.

He lined up the sandwiches and adjusted the price tag. “You should wear a hat.”

“Excuse me?”

“Believe me. Hats are important for weather like this. Or you’ll get a migraine.”

“I might not be here for too long,” she said, fetching an Innocent smoothie.

“Well, nobody knows the future.” He picked up the empty basket.

“That’s right.”

“Wear a hat. Keep yourself warm.” He tapped her shoulder before walking away.



When Declan got home, the house was suffused with the scent of roasted chicken. He walked into the kitchen and saw Shanshan was chopping a Chinese cabbage.

“Just one more stir-fry, and then the dinner is ready,” she said, her cheeks gleaming red.

Declan’s throat tightened. He poured himself a glass of water and settled beside the dining table. “They found some good evidence from the ledgers today.”

“What?” Shanshan half-turned from the chopping broad.

“The ‘Slab’ Murphy case,” Declan said, gulping down half of the water.

“Great. Does it mean he’ll be convicted now?”

“It’ll probably take some time. But I’ve told the Guardian editor I’ll start writing the piece now.”

The timer in the kitchen rang. Shanshan put down the knife and turned to pull open the oven. The hot air rose and engulfed her face. She stepped back. “Would you check if the chicken and spuds are done?”

“Sure.” Declan stoop up, put on the glove, and carefully took out the roasting tray. The chicken was coated in a golden sheen, and so were the potatoes. “They’re perfect,” he said.

When they sat down to eat, Declan finally told his wife what he’d been struggling to say. “I’m sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?” Shanshan looked up from her plate.

Declan swallowed. “For this morning,” he said. “I was being harsh. But I really don’t think you should read George Orwell. You need to move on from Mawlamyine, for your own good.”

“Funny you mentioned it, I was just thinking about Mawlamyine today,” Shanshan said. She looked at him with a deadly serenity on her face, which unsettled Declan.

“Maybe we should go away for a while,” he blurted out. “You know the Guardian piece. They’re paying me a thousand pounds once the article is out. So, perhaps, after I get the fee, we can go somewhere nice for Christmas. To take a break from the horrendous winter and everything going on. We can go to Spain, Portugal, or even Greece. Is there anywhere you’d prefer?”

She took in what he said. “This is mad, Declan.” She smiled dreamily. “I’ve been literally thinking all day about this.”

“This?”

“Exactly.” Shanshan nodded, putting down the cutlery. “It has been on my mind for a long while now, Mawlamyine. I was trying to figure out what has gone wrong between us and I thought of Mawlamyine. You see, I have tried to move on, to get better. But I can’t. And I realized the reason I cannot move on is because I don’t have closure. We’re not finished with Burma. We ran away, we just”—she shook her head, took a deep breath, and continued—“we just fled. And I’ve been trying to work it out today, so I walked and walked along the quay until I got to Capel Street. Then I thought the only way to resolve this is for us to go back.”

“Back?” Declan said, his face turning sullen.

“I’m saying, the place I want to go for Christmas is Burma. I want to return to Mawlamyine, and then to Mandalay and Bagan as we had originally planned. We need to finish our honeymoon.”



Looking back, it had been Declan’s parents who had first advised them not to go to Burma. March 10, the pair had registered at the Provincial Marriage Registration Office. Later that day, Paul and Rita called them on Skype.

“Big congratulations from the whole family!” Rita waved her hand. “Us and Aoife and Cormac and Róisín and Sean. We’re all delighted for you.”

“Thanks, Mam and Dad, and everybody,” Declan said.

“How are you going to celebrate?” Rita asked.

“We’ll go out later, to meet a few friends at a restaurant,” Declan said.

“That’s lovely,” Rita said. “A restaurant!”

The newlyweds held up their marriage certificates to the camera. Paul and Rita marveled at the striking red color of the covers. They asked Shanshan to explain the Chinese characters and praised how incredible the language was.

Paul asked: “Remind me, when are you going to Burma?”

“Saturday week,” Declan replied. “We’re flying to Yangon and then go from there to Mawlamyine. I’m so excited.”

Paul paused for one good second and said: “Your mother and I were checking about Burma the other day. Do you know there is a war going on there? And we’re wondering if it is the safest place to go at the moment.”

“It’s hardly a war,” Declan said, glancing at Shanshan. “There has been some dispute in the north…”

Rita cut him off. “The group of rebels are armed, am I right? And what are they called?” She turned to her husband.

“Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army,” Paul said gravely.

“Anyway,” Rita carried on. “These terrorists are fighting the government’s army and bombing civilians. Only this year, more than one hundred people have been killed.”

Shanshan’s eyes widened. Before Declan had proposed the trip, she had only heard the name of the country in her secondary school geography class.

“The Chinese-Burmese border has always been a troubled area. But it’s hundreds of miles away from where we are going. We’ll be fine,” Declan explained to his parents.

“Shanshan,” Rita called, leaning forward. “Are you happy with this? Are you sure you want to spend your honeymoon this way?”

Shanshan was caught off guard. She searched for a plausible response. “I don’t know.”

Rita shook her head. “You don’t want this. No girl wants to have her honeymoon in such a place. You should cancel the trip and book somewhere nice.”

Shanshan wanted to look at Declan. Isn’t it ironic, she thought, I never considered that Declan’s mother could be so much like mine.

After the Skype call, Shanshan couldn’t help worrying about their trip. To assure her, Declan took out the Lonely Planet Myanmar, circled the Kokang area on the map, and then their destinations: Yangon, Mawlamyine, Mandalay, and Bagan—all in the south. He even emailed the Chinese embassy in Mandalay and got a prompt reply that said: We do not encourage citizens to travel to the northern region.

“They’re pretty much saying it’s fine in the south,” he said.

Shanshan felt they should cancel the trip, but Declan refused to give in. To make this point, he retold, fervently, the dream he had had since his sophomore year in Trinity, of visiting Burma, the country that had once nurtured the likes of Maurice Collins, H. E. Bates, Kipling, and the great George Orwell. He told Shanshan he’d be insane to give up the chance of this literary pilgrimage for some minor disruption far away. But Shanshan insisted, saying this was not how she’d like to spend her honeymoon. In turn he accused her of having an impressionable nature, which his manipulative mother used to take advantage of her. She became very agitated because he was right. After the fight, she left to stay with a girlfriend and turned off her phone.

Two days later Declan showed up at the door, with plums under his eyes and stubble covering half of his face. He said he was sorry, and he needed her to come back more than anything else. He surrendered and said they could go wherever she wanted. She looked at him, his long, melancholic, and sleep-deprived face, and said: “Fine, let’s go to Burma.”



Reinvigorated, the couple flew to Yangon and started their honeymoon. They visited pagodas and markets, sampled mango pickles, and tasted French-Burmese fusion cuisine. The city was blazingly hot and buzzing with motorcycles. The streets were dusty, covered by rubbish, banyan sap, and crow shit. “Why are there so many crows?” Shanshan frowned.

“They’re just birds.” Declan squeezed her shoulder.

“Crows are vicious birds, and ominous.”

Declan chuckled. “Well, no need to dwell on the stereotype. Ted Hughes would have disagreed with you.” He then held up three fingers and declared: “I promise you, my wife, our trip is going to be pleasant and blessed by good fortune.”

“Good to know, husband.” Shanshan laughed, dizzy in the heat.

Four days later, they took the train to Mawlamyine. The moment they entered the rusty, oil-green carriage, Declan scampered up and down the aisle like a child, nearly bumping his head on the ragged ceiling. “Look! This is exactly like a hundred years ago, when it was built by the British.”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” Shanshan said as she stared at a rip in her seat, the tatty filling black as an infected eye. She got up and switched to a different seat.

There were only five people in the carriage, all foreigners. The train was ancient and poorly maintained, rattling slowly along the tracks. It would take sixteen hours for them to arrive at Mawlamyine. Outside, on the yellow fields, stood houses built from bare planks of wood.

There was no food service. Small mice ran up and down the aisle and jumped on passengers’ seats looking for biscuit crumbs. Four or five hours after all the biscuits were finished, when Shanshan was getting light-headed and hungry, a Burmese woman emerged through the swinging door, carrying a basket on her head. Shanshan smelled food. She asked the woman what she had. “Chicken curry,” she answered in English. They ordered two, and the vendor produced two leaf-wrapped heaps. “Can I have a fork, or chopsticks?” Shanshan asked.

“Eat with your hands.” The woman gestured.

In the end, Declan finished two portions of chicken curry with his hands while Shanshan, along with two Swedish women across the aisle, watched him in awe. She didn’t feel hungry anymore, a blunt pain sinking in her stomach.

They arrived in Mawlamyine near midnight and checked in at the hotel at 2 a.m. The next morning, Declan woke her at 8, asking her to join him for breakfast.

“I don’t feel well.” She turned towards the wall.

He touched her forehead. “You don’t have a temperature. Some food would help you. You haven’t had anything since yesterday morning.”

“I don’t feel like eating. Just thinking about the hotel breakfast makes me sick. I want to sleep.” Shanshan closed her eyes. The pain in her stomach had cramped her whole lower abdomen.

“Okay,” Declan said and left.

He returned with a bowl of rice porridge and chicken wanton soup sprinkled with scallions.

“Where did you get these?” She sat up, couldn’t believe her eyes.

“I found a Chinese restaurant up an alley and I begged the cook to make some comfort food for my wife,” he told her.

After she finished eating, they left the hotel and wandered along the strand into town. The dust rose as skinny Burmese people passed them on motorcycles. The sun was already up, bright and dull, high above the gray waters of the sea. Eventually shops appeared. Seafood wholesalers, ship repair and maintenance depots, ice cream and beer outlets. Vendors stood by the road in their shorts and sandals, crying their wares. Shanshan looked around. Contrary to the vibrant inhabitants, all the buildings were deteriorating, walls mottled and windows missing. A stench lingered. She held on to Declan’s hand, which was warm and moist.

“There’s a lassi shop,” he said, fine sweat beads dripping along his face. “You want to try some?”

They had one glass each, with ice. Later, in a different shop, they drank chilled Myanmar beer. Another stop for pancakes with small fried fish in them. Then they sat down in an air-conditioned restaurant in the town center, and ordered octopus curry and iced coffee.

“After this we can walk down the road. Take a look at this old temple here. Then we’ll get a taxi to go to the mountain where the Kyaikthanlan Pagoda is,” Declan said, tracing the route on the map with his finger. “Afterwards we can just sit there and relax, waiting for the sunset.”

“Sounds good to me,” Shanshan said, checking herself in a small cosmetic mirror, dapping her sweaty forehead with a tissue.

“Do you feel all right? Still a bit sick?” he asked.

“No, I’m fine now.” She put down her mirror and swigged the iced coffee. “It’s just, I don’t think I like Mawlamyine.”

“No?”

“It looks so run-down. It’s messy, garbage everywhere. The food is salty and the weather is too hot.”

“Well, this is why we travel,” Declan said with a slight laugh. “We seek discomfort, as if it is only through misery that our experiences can be etched in our memories.”

She drank more iced coffee, feeling a sharp cooling sensation ripping through her abdomen.

Later, when they sat in a taxi, passing the slums, Shanshan was thrown back again to her childhood: the dilapidated houses, the garbage-heaped streets, the flies, mice, and stray dogs, the smell of sweat and excrement. She thought of her mother, of the years when the two of them lived in the compound before her mother remarried for the first time. When the taxi stopped at the traffic lights, a small gray house by the road caught her eye. Through the front window, she saw a tattered doll sitting on the windowsill. It looked just like the one her mother had given her on her tenth birthday. Her doll had had two glassy blue eyes that were supposed to shut when it was put to bed, lying horizontal. However, hers was a secondhand doll, and one of its eyes would always remain open, no matter how hard she had thumped its head.

She felt lighter when they finally arrived at the foot of the mountain and started to ascend. The thick foliage of ancient trees cast shadows on the stone steps. She heard the birds.

“The Kyaikthanlan is the highest pagoda in Mawlamyine. It was also visited by Kipling. Allegedly, his famous poem ‘Mandalay’ was written here,” Declan announced from a few steps ahead of her.
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