














Praise for Heart Radical


“A lovely evocative book about travel and culture and love. And language and teaching and dancing. And intimacy. If you have never been to China and Tibet—or if you have been many times—you’ll enjoy this fresh and honest perspective.”


—Sharman Apt Russell, author of Within Our Grasp: Childhood Malnutrition Worldwide and the Revolution Taking Place to End It and Standing in the Light: My Life as a Pantheist


“Anne Liu Kellor’s memoir shows us how far we must go to approach understanding. Traversing two countries across two decades, Heart Radical gets at the multiple meanings of the heart in word, in practice, in physical and emotional use and evolution. Vivid with sensory experiences, this book offers us the chance to travel with Kellor, but also within our own interior landscapes to arrive at new and deeper ways of connecting to our hearts’ most fervent and secret wishes. Kellor’s nuanced, elegant, and poetic prose depicts the toughness of love, of language, how both can hurt and heal us, how we can use them against one another, or to uplift each other. The choice is ours.”


—Khadijah Queen, author of Anodyne and I’m So Fine


“In Heart Radical, language becomes a rich metaphor for our own complicated and changing identities. ‘To be radical,’ Anne Liu Kellor tells us, ‘is to be rooted in your essential nature.’ In this soulful memoir, Kellor looks to the many ways language is a means of communication, yes, but can also be a barrier to a full understanding of ourselves and of each other. In following Kellor’s journey to China and back again, we find ourselves searching for what is most radical—most essential—in our own hearts.”


—Brenda Miller, author of A Braided Heart: Essays on Writing and Form and An Earlier Life


“Through personal and historical recollection and the language of wounding, Heart Radical speaks to land and culture, selfhood and belonging. To live within and without language, to ignore or embrace silence. This memoir is a refuge, a legacy, a heart breathing in one continuous motion.”


—E. J. Koh, author of The Magical Language of Others and A Lesser Love


“Heart Radical is a richly absorbing, deeply moving book about one woman’s search for identity, enlightenment, and connection. It’s also a tender travel memoir that takes the reader on an unforgettable and intimate journey with the author as she grapples with being a twentysomething American in China—the country from which her mother immigrated. I loved this book. It’s vulnerable, searching, insightful, riveting and beautifully written.”


—Cheryl Strayed, author of Wild and Tiny Beautiful Things
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Author’s Note


In writing this book, I relied extensively on detailed journals, research, and memory. While I did my best to represent my past as truthfully as possible, it is also a given that memory can be subjective. I changed most people’s names out of respect for their privacy. This is my version of my story.




Introduction


On Language, Love, and Belonging


My entire life I’ve craved more words. Words nourished me when I was little, gave me refuge when I was lonely or confused. And words guided me in my twenties, when I set off from my home in the Pacific Northwest for Western China and often felt even more alone, but increasingly witnessed by myself on the written page. When I had few companions to speak to in English, and still too few words in Chinese. When I wanted close friendships and romantic love, but it felt more tangible to reach for ideas of spiritual union. All I knew was—I was filled with an intense longing and sorrow. Sorrow for the magnitude of suffering in the world, in China and Tibet, and within myself. Sorrow which I felt so clearly, but couldn’t understand why I felt so deep. And as much as I wanted to be patient and not need to know or control exactly where my journey would take me, a huge part of me also wanted it all to make sense right away—a logical rational explanation of “why this is meant to be.” Karma. Fate. My Path with a capital P. The People you are meant to meet. The Person you are meant to become. The ways in which you will be better loved once you do your Part to save the world.


Twenty-plus years later, I can’t say I’ve eliminated that kind of ego-driven desire. But I can say that I’ve lived long enough to come back to my core of love and self-acceptance many times, in cycles. Looking outward, looking inward. Outward. Inward. Over and over. Reaching for a sense of being settled in my skin.


Throughout these cycles, words have been my constant. My steady awareness: noticing, documenting, remembering. Making meaning. Writing. Yes, writing has saved me. Writing has filled me. Writing has emptied me. Writing has showered necessary, nourishing words, helping me to understand and reckon with my choices. And writing has brought me back to myself—again and again and again. A steady eye/I: witness. Lover. Guide. Friend.


Heart Radical is a record of a younger me, during a time when the trajectory of my life was still barely known, when I was just setting out on my Path with a capital P.


Now, there is still so much I do not know, but I do know that we each have an essential nature. And that it is our job to listen to that nature and figure out how to work with it, not how to become someone we are not.


Now, twenty-some years later, I am still the same person. And: I am vastly different. And so, I return to look at my past to discover what I may have forgotten in my middle age. For while I may no longer have the desire or ability to take off alone and forge a life in another country, I am able to see, name, and accept all of my layers with ever-sharpening clarity. To see how my story keeps changing, even if my essential longing—to love and be loved—remains the same.





PART ONE


MIRROR FACE






1
Searching for the Heart Radical


I am collecting heart words. Words in Chinese that are connected to the heart.


傷心  Shang xin: wounded heart; to be sad .


耐心  Nai xin: enduring heart; to be patient.


醉心  Zui xin: drunk heart; to be fascinated or enchanted.


I am fascinated by these words; my heart is drunk with this language.


I look in the dictionary under xin: 心. In Chinese, mind and heart are not held at a distance: Xin, 心, the word for heart, also means mind, feeling, or intention, as well as center, middle, or core. Remember this as I speak of the heart.


心潮 Xin chao: heart tide; a surge of emotion.


心病 Xin bing: heart ill; to be anxious or worry.


心虛 Xin xu: heart empty, false or weak; to feel guilty. Empty, like the loss you feel when you do not follow what you know. False, like the shame you feel when you do not speak your mind. Or weak, like the hot surge of regret when you hide yourself from yourself.


When I walked away from love, inside I knew, my heart knew it was bruised with sorrow. Shang xin, 傷心, wounded heart, I worked through each day, pushed babies in strollers and sang them sad songs, bided time until I could lie down in the shadows. Return to the darkness, be with the pain. Breathe deeply and rub slowly in circles.


If you do not give yourself love, then who will? If you cannot soothe your own wounds, then who will? The heart is a muscle. If you do not stretch and breathe into its tendons and suddenly find your core pushed, pulled, or strained—you will wake tender and sore. I’m not speaking in abstractions. I mean: a burn in your chest, a burn you press and massage gently with the palm of your hand to acknowledge.


小心 Xiao xin: small heart; to be careful.


開心 Kai xin: open heart; to be happy.


心血 Xin xue: heart blood; painstaking effort.


What is the blood of the heart? Can we afford to give it away? Must we feel pain before opening?


Four strokes of a brush form the shape of a heart. In Chinese, heart is a word that can join with other words to make new words, but sometimes the heart is hidden deeper. Sometimes, the heart is a “radical”—the part of a character that hints at its root meaning. Water radical, hand radical, knife radical, heart radical . . . I don’t know which radical is present until I can see the character, examine each component, search for the meaning inside.


Once upon a time, the heart radical lived inside ai, 愛, the word for love. But now, they’ve simplified; a committee changed the characters and the heart radical is missing. In the middle of the character, instead of the four curved strokes of the heart, there is only a single straight line.


For now, both versions still live in my dictionary: the older one follows the new, shadowed between parentheses, like an afterthought, or a reminder.


爱   (愛)




2
Sky Burial


I know long bus rides in China. I know that the roads will be rough and filled with craters. I know not to grow alarmed if we break down, if we are delayed for hours before a pile of rocks that have fallen in the middle of a one-lane mountain road, or even if the passengers are asked to get out and push. I know how to squat and pee exposed on the side of the road or in a filthy shack over a hole of shit in the ground, if I must. I know I can wear my headphones and listen to cassette tapes while we ride. I know to get a window seat. I know how to sit back and watch the landscape pass by, relieved as it slowly grows more empty, mountainous and green, even though we will always be reminded of the presence of people, the Chinese who have worked this land for thousands of years.


I am good at being passive and patient.


Maybe I learned this from my childhood. Maybe I learned this from my people.


This time, the bus ride takes eleven hours, with no major breakdowns or delays. I have come to the town of Markam, in northern Sichuan, to escape Chengdu—the city where I’ve been waiting for the last month to hear if I will be offered a job teaching English in the fall. Chengdu’s dense sticky heat, the pollution, the noise, the mosquitoes that attack me at night in my dorm room, and the stares from people on the streets—all of this has worn me down. So on a whim I decide to leave town early one morning, heading north to return to a remote Tibetan region in Sichuan province for the weekend, to the area that captured my heart on my first trip to China, three years ago, in 1996.


Now, when I finally arrive in Markam, I walk to find a pay phone and call the parents of a Tibetan monk I’d befriended in the States. But after I dial, I discover that the number does not match the area code for the region. Wrong town? Maybe I misunderstood my friend. Now what? I figure I can just look around and go back to Chengdu tomorrow. But first things first, I need to eat.


Crossing the street, I step into the first noodle shop I see, then order the local mainstay of beef noodle soup. Not long after I sit down, a young Chinese woman about my age walks in. She wears a dark blue sun hat with white flowers, a yellow windbreaker, jeans, Reeboks, and a giant black camera bag slung across her shoulder. “How much for a bowl of beef noodle soup?” she asks the young Tibetan woman behind the counter in Chinese, getting right to the point. “And for how big of a bowl? What about the baozi, are they fresh?”


I am the only other customer in this place, yet somehow it doesn’t seem strange when the woman sits down next to me at my small wooden table. Short and slim, her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, she introduces herself, “Wo jiao Zhang Jie.” Within a few minutes I learn that she is from Guangzhou, has just finished studying at the university, and now has a month free before her graduation ceremony. I am surprised she is traveling alone, especially here in these Tibetan regions, which many Chinese consider uncivilized and dangerous. Since my Chinese is far from fluent and she can speak a little English, we switch back and forth between languages. I tell her I am from America and have just graduated college myself. “I came to China for the first time three years ago and traveled then for six months,” I say. This time, however, I plan to do more than just wander. This time I plan to become a teacher of English, once I finally secure a job.


As we talk, a monk comes into the restaurant, begging. I dig in my bag for small change, but the shopkeeper and Zhang Jie shoot him scornful looks.


“Don’t give him money,” she whispers in English.


“Why not?”


“They don’t do anything. All they do is beg.”


I withdraw my hand from my purse and slurp my noodle soup.


Before long the shopkeeper brings out Zhang Jie’s bowl and a steamed meat bun. After a few bites she turns to me. “Are you going to Seda?”


“Where?”


“Seda,” she repeats, then tells me of a monastery a day’s journey from Markam. Seda. I didn’t plan on seeking out any Tibetan monasteries this weekend, but I am intrigued.


“I tried to go to Seda today,” Zhang Jie continues, “but there were no buses. There’s a bus tomorrow morning at six. I just sat in my room and watched TV all day—there’s nothing to see here. Why else would you come all this way?”


She seems to be suggesting I come with her. I’m not sure we are the best match in traveling partners, but why not? I’d feel disappointed if I just turned around and headed the eleven hours back to Chengdu, winding over potholed roads, forced to listen the whole way to blaring techno from the videos playing on a small TV at the front of the bus.


“Okay.” I nod. “I’ll go.”
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The next morning I pack quickly inside my guesthouse and slip outside. The sky is still dark as I make my way to the bus station, gravel crunching beneath my feet. When I approach the minibus, the driver is hoisting sacks and boxes that belong to the other passengers up onto the roof. Zhang Jie sits near the front. Zaoshang hao. “Good morning,” she says as I take a seat behind her next to the window. Here I’ll be less squished by those who will no doubt sit on stools or bags in the aisles. Chinese buses must fill to capacity before they’ll budge, ensuring a maximum return for the drivers. Even when you think that another person could not possibly squeeze in, another pair of old ladies with giant sacks slung over their shoulders will board.


Sipping on my thermos of hot tea as we wait for the bus to fill, I watch the first hint of pale light creep over the horizon. Soon the aisles grow piled with people’s belongings, including a burlap sack of live chickens that blindly squawk, assaulted by unseen threats on all sides. The passengers are mostly Khampas, Tibetans from Kham, the southeastern region of Tibet, who are known for their fierce brazenness, horse-riding skills, and guerilla resistance to the Chinese government’s attempts to seize their land in the late 1950s. I recognize the bright strands of red cloth that Khampas braid into their hair and then twist atop their heads, men and women alike. That, and their cowboy hats. Everything about them seems to symbolize the wild outback of this region. Their complexion is dark, their cheeks rosy pink, and their eyes stare at me with a mixture of amusement and curiosity.


I smile when I catch their gaze, but with Zhang Jie near me I feel less outgoing than I might on my own. I wonder how she sees the Tibetans, these people who are a part of her “one unified China,” but who obviously live in a different world than her bustling capitalistic coastal city of Guangzhou. And I wonder how the Tibetans see us. As a mixed-race Chinese American backpacker with a white dad and Chinese mom, I never felt on my last trip like the Tibetans saw me as Chinese, even if we communicated in the language of their oppressor. While traveling through Tibetan parts of Sichuan, Gansu, and Qinghai provinces, I was often invited into their homes, where we communicated with gestures or a few words of Mandarin. Some of these areas were officially open to foreigners, but some were not.


On this trip, my plan is to travel this summer to the “real” Tibet, now deemed the “Tibetan Autonomous Region” by the Chinese, once I secure a job for the fall. I have a promising lead at a university in Chengdu’s suburbs; an acquaintance back home put me in touch with his friend who is vacating his post, and the school agreed to interview me—even though I have little teaching experience (I’ve tutored writing at my college and ESL to immigrants, but that’s about it). But I’m not worried; I love writing and I hope to transmit my love to my students, do more than just travel this time, find a community, and give back. And since Chengdu is the only place where a connection emerged, it felt like the right place to land. I want to be in an urban center, and in Chengdu, a city of nine million, I imagine I can meet other young artists and writers, “intellectuals” as they call them here. Chengdu also happens to be close to Chongqing, the city where my mom was born, though her family fled for Hong Kong when she was seven, and then to Taiwan.


But beyond all this, I like the fact that Chengdu is the take-off point for flights to Lhasa. Three years ago, I vowed I would return to China and to Tibet and learn more about their relationship. Back in the States I immersed myself in reading about Tibetan Buddhism and history and joined a month-long peace march to raise awareness for Tibet. Along the way, I befriended many Tibetan exiles, including Ani-la, a thirty-year-old nun. So many moments of synchronicity during that period told me I was on the right path, but I was also so confused about my role in it all—what did the story of China and Tibet’s suffering have to do with me? How was this tied to my own purpose? I need to find out.


Now, traveling with Zhang Jie, I wonder if the Tibetans think I am Chinese, like her. Why wouldn’t they? My clothing, my features, not to mention my lifestyle back home are all closer to Zhang Jie’s than to theirs. How would they possibly guess that I have cried for their history, weeped for the cultural genocide of their people at the hands of the Chinese army? Their culture feels dear to me, and yet, this last year, I’ve stepped away from any activism. The question of whether Tibet can be saved from China’s control feels too huge and idealistic. And the question of whether or not I am a true Buddhist feels like a riddle. I no longer want to tell others what they should think or do. I just know I needed to come back here. To see where my heart will lead me.


Now, I stare out the window listening to the mixtape I made before I left the States—Flight of the Inner Winged Creature—an eclectic mix of American rock and hip-hop, as well as Irish, African, and Indian music. The bus rattles over rocky dirt roads, winding higher across the plateau, passing grasslands devoid of human signs except for the occasional lone black or white tent, a tuft of smoke rising from within. Nomads. The people have to be somewhere, up in the hills tending their goats or fetching water from a distant stream. I think of how surprised they were each time they saw me on my last trip, wandering through their land. And yet how natural it was for them to smile and laugh with curiosity, then beckon me inside to drink yak butter tea.


Now, I watch as herds of dark brown and white yaks graze and romp about, their thick bushy tails swishing behind them. The Tibetans in the back of the bus give a little cry each time we hurtle over a particularly large hole, sending them bouncing up in their seats. All the Tibetans sit in the back of the bus . . . somehow this can not be a coincidence. What kind of wary co-existence is being played out here between the Tibetans and the Chinese passengers? What would they think of the variety show I watched on the TV on the minibus from Chengdu, showcasing “all 46” (the officially sanctioned number) of China’s ethnic minority groups with three-minute dance numbers in traditional costumes? Smiling happy minorities. I want the Tibetans behind me to know that I am not like the Chinese, that I do not see them as barbaric or inferior, but I am not so eager to share my views with Zhang Jie, for I don’t have the vocabulary to talk about politics or religion in Chinese. The pictures of the Dalai Lama that I brought as clandestine gifts and the photos of my Tibetan friends in the US will have to stay hidden in my bag for now. My smile will have to do.


After several hours on the road we stop for lunch at a little no-name shack whose sole business is probably buses like ours, the driver receiving a free lunch and commission. I sit at a table with a few Tibetan men, offering them some of my loose green tea as we each fill our thermoses with hot water. When Zhang Jie walks over with her plate of rice, meat, and vegetables, she looks at them uncomfortably. “Let’s go sit at another table,” she suggests. I oblige. After lunch, when I give our remaining food to a beggar who approaches, she looks at me strangely but doesn’t say anything.


Back on the bus, we return to our old seats. At my side, a woman ceaselessly cracks sunflower seeds, spitting shells on the floor. The men smoke one cigarette after another. I let the two monks sitting behind me listen to my Walkman—they like the high soaring voice of Loreena McKennitt, but are perplexed by the electric guitar and soulful crooning of Ben Harper. As the bus winds higher, a few of the Tibetan women grow ill, leaning out the window to vomit or holding their heads low between their knees. Zhang Jie’s head tilts to one side and I can tell she’s fallen asleep, as have a few other passengers, their heads jarred upright every so often by a sudden bump, then slowly sinking back down toward their shoulders.


The bus grows silent as the afternoon wears on. I stare out the dusty window at the miles of endless yellow-green grasslands, framed by mountains on all sides. I am back. Back in this place that I’ve dreamed of for so long, back without having fully imagined I would be here so soon, back on a bus, watching the Tibetan landscape pass by. For three years I’ve longed to return to this region, yet nearly forgotten what it was that I missed.


Finally, as the sun sinks low into the sky, I see my first sign of the monastery: a lone monk walking at the edge of the road in a long burgundy robe. He glances up ands meets my eyes. Up ahead, I spot a row of white chotens or stupas marking the edge of a path that winds out of sight into a valley. Seda. Passengers begin to stir; we are here. The bus stops and a few people get off, the driver helping them retrieve their bags from the rooftop.


Zhang Jie turns to me. “We’ll stay in the town tonight and go to the monastery in the morning.” I nod.


After another mile or so we arrive in town, one dusty street with a few shops and restaurants that reminds me again of the Wild West, a few men even riding on horseback. At the guesthouse, I let Zhang Jie do the talking. She gives the Chinese woman proprietor her shenfenzheng, the identity card all Chinese must show before registering.


“What about her shenfenzheng?” The stodgy, gruff woman gestures to me suspiciously.


“One shenfenzheng is enough, isn’t it? You don’t need both of ours.”


The woman shakes her head. “I need both of your shenfenzheng.”


Zhang Jie sighs as if this is an unusual request. “She’s a Huaren,” she explains. “She doesn’t have a shenfenzheng.” Huaren. Overseas Chinese. Zhang Jie didn’t say Meiguoren, American. Blood affinity is established. She’s one of us.


The woman seems to be relenting, but still shakes her head. “Must have shenfenzheng. Foreigners can’t stay here.”


Zhang Jie sighs again. “Come on,” she pleads with exasperated aloofness, “it’s only for a few nights. Anyway, her mother is Chinese.” I stand to Zhang Jie’s side trying to appear pleasant and non-threatening. Suddenly grateful to be traveling with her, I admire her feisty, not easily daunted character, a quality which reminds me of my mother. The guesthouse owner finally gives in. Hao le, hao le. “Fine, fine, write down your name.” She thrusts out a form, takes our money, grabs a ring of keys from a nail near the door, and leads us to our room.


Inside, an old rusty stove sits between two hard twin beds on a bare wooden floor. I set down my backpack, then step outside to take in our surroundings. In front of our room is a small field with a few grazing yaks. The sun sets behind silhouetted peaks, and I breathe in the familiar smell of burning coal and yak dung, overcome with a sense of elation. Here I am, out under the open sky, out of the oppressive city, and beyond any place that has yet been claimed by my guidebook. Just like some of the areas I stumbled upon during my last trip, Seda is not open to foreigners. But this time, traveling with Zhang Jie, I will not get kicked out. Instead, I’ve been allowed to slip inside and stay, a renegade visitor on a stealth mission, protected by my Chinese decoy friend.


I wander off to find the toilets, or rather the holes in the ground to squat over, and when I return Zhang Jie sits talking in our room with a tall young man in his late twenties, dressed in a sporty red and black windbreaker and matching pants. “This is Xiao Mao.” He rises to shake my hand limply, meeting my eyes briefly from behind wire-rimmed glasses. “He’s from Tianjin,” Zhang Jie says, and I nod. I know that Tianjin is a big city near Beijing where a distant uncle of mine lives—an uncle whom my mother has not heard from in many years. Sitting on my bed, I listen as they talk, picking up bits and pieces of Xiao Mao’s story. He tells Zhang Jie how he first came to Seda two years ago and stayed for a whole year, building a little wooden cabin and studying Tibetan Buddhism. Last year, he went home to save up money, and now he is back for a short visit. He speaks quietly, his expressions restrained. I’ve never met a Chinese person who studies Tibetan Buddhism, and I want to ask Xiao Mao what led him to Buddhism and to Seda, but I’m not even sure how to say Buddhism in Chinese, for I understand so much more than I can say. Zhang Jie seems animated, speaking faster and with more complicated words than she uses with me. Not wanting to interrupt the flow of their conversation, I sort through my backpack and listen.


After Xiao Mao leaves, Zhang Jie volunteers to make a fire. I stretch out on the bed and watch as she intently arranges a few strips of wood on top of a small pile of coal in the stove. It occurs to me that this is the first time that I’ve shared a room with a Chinese traveler, for it is rare to meet Chinese backpackers and usually hotels place them in separate dorm rooms, apart from us foreigners. Zhang Jie crumples a ball of newspaper, then lights a match and carefully blows on the small flame.


Huddling under filthy bed quilts and several layers of clothes, we talk about college. She was a business major; I studied writing, art, and dance. I try to explain how we were allowed to create independent contracts and then travel or study subjects of our own choosing. “Did you do that?” she asks, but I shake my head. How could I tell her about the peace march? About the way we gave presentations on Tibetan human rights and the Chinese government’s invasion? How could I tell her about the spark of connection I felt with Tibetans, without somehow drawing comparisons to the “less-open” or “less-friendly” Chinese? And how could I begin to express how much I mourned for China’s history, too. For the thousands of students killed ten years ago at Tiananmen Square, or for the 30 to 40 million killed during Mao’s Great Leap Forward—numbers I can barely comprehend with my mind, but can attempt to grasp with my heart. I fear that without the vocabulary to get into my views in depth, my stories would only confirm that Americans are always chastising the Chinese or acting as the “world’s policemen,” especially now after the US recently bombed the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, supposedly by “accident.” I’ve already noticed how the people on the streets of Chengdu have felt colder to me on this trip, the stares a little more incessant. Whereas a couple years ago their stares felt friendlier, especially once I smiled and broke the ice, this time many glare at me as I walk by—my presence clearly foreign, even if my mixed-race features and fluent-sounding tones confuse them. So for now, it feels easier to just stay silent and observe, to let Zhang Jie believe that she invited me to a place where I have no prior connection.


[image: Images]


The next morning we rise early and board a black jeep with Xiao Mao, a Tibetan monk, and the driver. The sky a clear blue, the hills blanketed with green, we ride back to the chotens we passed the day before, then turn to head up the dirt road to the monastery. “They call the monastery the heart of a lotus flower,” I think Xiao Mao says, explaining how it is nestled on four sides by rounded peaks. Our jeep winds up the bumpy path, leaving thick plumes of dust behind. After about five minutes, we turn a corner and suddenly the hillside is covered with small wooden structures—what must be the quarters of the monks and nuns. Long draping cloths with Tibetan symbols hang in place of doors. I think Xiao Mao says that there are almost 10,000 monks and nuns studying here at Seda, but I can’t believe these numbers. Did I understand him right? No, can’t be. Maybe he said 1,000; still impressive for a faith that is only cautiously tolerated. Either way, I know there has been a resurgence of religious activity in the last ten or fifteen years, and that the government is more relaxed in these Tibetan areas of China’s Western provinces than it is in the official Tibet.


A few monks stare curiously as we step out of the dusty jeep. The air is cool and fresh, tinged with the scent of burning coal and juniper. Xiao Mao leads us through a complex of temples, cabins, and shack-like wooden stores that sell pictures of the monastery’s lama, books of scriptures, bowls of instant noodles, and bottles of Pepsi. If it wasn’t for such reminders of the modern world, we could be in a medieval monastic village. Many of the temples are newly built or being repaired by monks who busily hammer, saw, and paint Tibetan symbols on wooden beams in bright red, yellow, green, blue, fuchsia, and white. At the top of a hill, a small group of pilgrims circle an unfinished temple, its roof partially covered with a shining plate of gold.


After we tour the area, Xiao Mao leads us to a tiny dark restaurant to eat some baozi, steamed meat dumplings, known as momos in Tibetan. We sit on little stools before a low wooden table, the only customers in the place. A monk comes out of the kitchen with a few small glasses of hot water. As my eyes adjust to the dimness, Zhang Jie asks Xiao Mao more questions about the monastery. I can never be sure I am getting the details right. I understand him to say that the monastery was bombed during the Cultural Revolution, which does not surprise me; most religious structures were destroyed back then, one way or another. Yet now, apparently the government is allowing Seda’s recent growth to unfold under a watchful eye.


“How many Han Chinese did you say are studying here?” I finally ask. Han is the ethnic Chinese majority.


“Over three hundred maybe,” he replies.


“And it’s okay for them to come here?”


“Yes. There is a special temple for the Han students where the instructions are given in Mandarin.”


I had no idea so many Chinese were interested in Tibetan Buddhism, but it makes sense; after all, they are a lot closer to Tibet than those of us who come from the West, and Buddhism itself is deeply ingrained in Chinese culture.


“So the government allows this? They don’t care?”


“Yes, they know. Sometimes they come around and make them tear down some of the cabins. They say it’s for health reasons. But then they go away.”


“Health reasons?”


“Yes. The stream that comes from the mountains is becoming polluted.”


I nod, thinking of the piles of plastic bags, bottles, and waste I saw.


Xiao Mao looks at me closely. “Why are you so interested? Are you Buddhist?”


“No.” I shake my head, my cheeks growing hot. “I’m just curious.”


“I can take you both to visit the lama here if you’d like,” Xiao Mao says.


Zhang Jie quickly shakes her head. I feel a tug of longing to meet the holy man that presides over this place—what would it feel like to stand before him? Might I feel a flash of recognition, like our meeting was meant to be? But then I, too, shake my head no. I don’t want to be an opportunistic Westerner of dubious faith, coveting an interesting encounter with a “real Tibetan lama.” And mostly, it is too hard to imagine trying to explain to Xiao Mao and Zhang Jie all my layers of belief and disbelief. Although I am drawn to Buddhist teachings, I struggle with Tibetan Buddhism’s more mystical or mythical elements. Despite my growing collection of dharma books and my attempts at meditation, I still do not call myself a Buddhist.


After eating our fill of hard stale dumplings, Zhang Jie asks Xiao Mao about something called tian zang. He nods. Yes. He has visited them before.


“Do you know what a tian zang is?” Zhang Jie turns to me.


I shake my head.


“You know, when Tibetans die and leave the bodies for the birds?”


“Oh. Yes.” Sky burials.


“Can you take us to one?” Zhang Jie asks Xiao Mao.


He hesitates before nodding. “They have them every day. We can go later this afternoon if you’d like.”


“Do you want to go?” Zhang Jie asks me.


I glance at Xiao Mao. “Are you sure it’s okay?”


“It’s fine,” he says, staring at his hands. “They don’t mind if people watch.”
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We step out of the restaurant as a morning prayer session is just coming to an end. Monks and nuns spill out of a nearby temple’s doorway, so Zhang Jie and I walk over to peek inside. All around an open courtyard, strands of pink, red, and yellow fake flowers wind around the railings of the wooden balcony. Chanting plays from a loudspeaker affixed somewhere above; a few older pilgrims, stand grasping prayer wheels, their leathery faces upturned, listening. The courtyard buzzes with small clusters of monks—no, wait; it is hard to tell with their shorn heads, but soon I realize they are women.


Zhang Jie and I drift apart taking photos, while the nuns chatter noisily and watch us approach. They nod and gather close together when I motion to my camera and ask permission in Chinese. Zhao xiang? Some smile shyly, others pose stiffly, and one stares brazenly, almost smirking, entertained. I can tell we are not the first tourists that have ever come through, and yet there probably haven’t been many, for the nuns don’t seem resentful yet toward our presence.


A young nun, maybe seven or eight years old, grabs my hand and tugs. With one hand, I take a photo of her face staring up at me, her hand holding my own, my arm outstretched, her dark brown eyes gazing directly into my camera. What do I represent to her? The vast unknown world outside this mountain valley? I glance at Zhang Jie, busy snapping away on the other side of the courtyard. Then, from my pocket, I take out a photo of the Dalai Lama and slip it to the little nun. Snatching it, she runs off to show the others. I can’t be sure, but I sense she doesn’t know who it is. No one mobs me afterward, begging for more. Could they have never seen the Dalai Lama’s image? I know it is forbidden in the temples, although I thought most Tibetans would still have seen it before. But maybe not, especially in these Tibetan areas of western China that have long been assimilated, more removed from the politicization of Lhasa. I walk around slowly, taking more photos, exchanging more smiles, token connections. I pass out a few more Dalai Lama pictures to a similar muted appreciation, and then it is time to go.
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Xiao Mao leads us away from the monastery to a path that travels around a hillside to another valley. Approaching the sky burial site from afar, I see a small gathering of Tibetans, a horse grazing to their side. Smoke drifts from somewhere near a small white choten draped with prayer flags. Drawing closer, I am hit by a thick, pungent, slightly sweet smell—bodies and decay. Also juniper burning. A few heads turn our way, but no one pays us much attention. I try to take slow, careful steps, not wanting my presence to be more obtrusive than it is.


Then I see the vultures.


They are so huge I mistake them at first for goats. They wait on the hillside above. Zhang Jie, Xiao Mao, and I sit near the base of the hill, keeping our distance from the family members and sky burial site, yet still close enough that I can see clearly the two corpses laying in a crumpled heap on the ground. Their tufts of matted black hair, their ribs exposed: a young man and an old woman, their sex and age still roughly discernable. Tattered remnants of old clothes lay scattered nearby, colors faded.


A Tibetan monk walks back and forth casually between the bodies, carrying a leg here, an arm there, placing them on a flat rock and then hacking them into smaller pieces. The man moves slowly, nonchalantly, as if he is going about the actions of an ordinary day. Which he is. This is his job.


I stare. With the exception of seeing my uncle in a funeral casket when I was nine, made up and pasty in full-suit attire, this is the first time I’ve seen a dead body. Zhang Jie and Xiao Mao move in closer to stand near a small group of people up front, but I stay back on the hillside, near the others, family members I assume, who sit clustered in two small groups. I don’t sense in them the same solemn nature that one would expect from a funeral service, but instead they recline as if hanging out at a picnic. Sitting with my knees pulled up in front of me, I notice how the grass is dotted with delicate yellow and white flowers. Looking closer, I see it is also scattered with feathers and small shards of bone.


Covering my mouth and nose with my sleeve, I watch as the burial man shuffles back and forth. My eyes insistently return to the corpses, as if trying to convince myself that I am really staring at what just days or weeks ago were two live human beings. I don’t know much about sky burials, only that they are as common as cremation is to us in the West. Do the Tibetans see this ritual as an offering, I wonder, a continuation of the food chain, a relationship between the cycles of life and death? Do they believe the birds will carry the spirits of the dead to the heavens? Or have the spirits already departed in the days before? But Buddhism doesn’t believe in a fixed, unchanging spirit or self or soul. The Buddha taught that what we refer to as our “selves” is a combination of physical and mental aggregates, something like energies that are constantly changing from one moment to the next. If there is never one fixed, unchanging self or soul to begin with, then there can be no fixed person or self to be reborn. Instead, life and death is a continuous unbroken series of change.


Buddhism, of course, has changed since it spread to Tibet from India around the end of the 8th century, morphing with the gods and rituals of Tibet’s native Bon religion. I know nothing about what form of Buddhism the Tibetans at Seda believe in or what they trust will happen to their loved ones when they die. I also won’t learn until later that sky burials are a ritual that grew out of practical necessity, for there is a high death rate in Tibet, little firewood for cremation, and scarce land suitable for burial in the ground. Sky burials are thus a logical solution, believed to have emerged sometime after Buddhism was introduced to Tibet.


At some point, the vultures stir. I didn’t notice the burial man give a signal, but somehow, the birds know he is ready. Before I realize what is happening, they begin to rush down the hillside—half flying, half running and hopping—leaping with an ancient, prehistoric gait.


“My God!” I cry as I jump to my feet, hurrying out of their way. Squawking and vying for position, they swoop in to pick and tear at scraps of flesh. Zhang Jie begins taking pictures, and I take out my camera as well. Some birds wait at the edge of the flock. Others dive right into the center, the greediest or hungriest of them all.


The burial man turns toward us and waves angrily. “No pictures,” Xiao Mao says quietly. Of course. I should’ve known better and guiltily put my camera away.


After about five minutes of watching the birds’ frenzied feeding from the side, the burial man wanders back into their midst. They scatter, allowing him to retrieve some pieces of bone and smash them even more. Was the last thing he produced the head? He cracks something with his mallet that sounds like a skull, then throws it toward the birds, who dive in with increased fervor. Zhang Jie takes out her camera to sneak in a few more photos. I motion to her, annoyed. Who cares, she shrugs. He’s not looking.


The whole ritual lasts about thirty minutes. Afterward, the birds begin to fly into the sky, circling in wide arcs above the valley. Hundreds of them, or so it seems. As the vultures fly off, family members rise and gradually disperse. A young couple approaches us, leading a horse behind them. They nod and give us each a piece of hard candy. Another part of the ritual? Candy for the attendees? I take off the wrapper and suck on the sweetness, the smell of death lingering all around.


As the three of us leave, Zhang Jie lags behind Xiao Mao and me, taking more pictures of the sky burial site and the valley. I feel a weight in my chest for my own photos, and Zhang Jie’s flippant shrug rubs in my shame all the more. What does she see in this ritual? Some savage act of uncivilized beasts? Something she can show her friends back home so they will be impressed by her bravery? But am I really that different? I resent her influence on me, and yet in many ways we are the same—swooping in to ingest this world with our hungry questions and eyes, wanting to take a piece of it home so we can try to remember what we saw and felt. A moment of reckoning: this is what will happen to us—whether we choose to face it or not.


I let myself drift away from Zhang Jie, not wanting to wait for her as she continues to take photos. Xiao Mao walks silently ahead. I wonder if he regrets taking us here, with our need to document and preserve.


“Look!” Zhang Jie calls out as she runs to catch up with us, pointing up into the sky. I look. The clouds have parted to shape the perfect arc of a bird with its wings outstretched. I can’t resist. One last shot.


But I should have known better. For when I develop the pictures months later, the sky and the clouds hover overhead, but the bird is nowhere to be found.
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Mirror Face


Every woman who lives in a house has a mirror face. A way she examines her reflection, tilts her head, casts her eyes, gauges her own appearance. After putting on makeup or combing her hair, she makes a final assessment of how she appears—or rather, what she thinks she looks like to others—before she walks out the door into public.


My mirror face took hold in middle school, a time when I became obsessed by how I was seen. Every morning I rushed to the bathroom mirror to see whether my eyes would match or not. The left lid always had a crease in the middle, like a Westerner’s eye, but the right eyelid would sometimes grow puffy and fail to fold on days when I hadn’t gotten enough rest. At the time, I did not think of my creaseless eye as looking more “Chinese,” but I did know it made me look sleepier— or uglier. Before long I figured out that if I held my finger to my lid for several minutes, I could train my eye to fold again as it should. My mom also assured me that a simple surgery could correct this when I got older. I don’t remember if this made me feel better, but it did affirm that my fold-less “Chinese eye” was indeed a problem.
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"Heart Radical is a richly absorbing, deeply moving book
about one woman'’s search for identity, enlightenmeént,
and connection. | loved this book. It's vulnerable,

searching, insightful, riveting and beautifully written.”

—CHERYL STRAYED, author of WILD
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