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Halfway between the villages, two bandits wearing hoods sprang out
of the bushes. “I'm the famous Mongol Bandit!” the larger one bellowed.
Right away, Precious Auntie recognized the voice of Chang the coffin-
maker. What kind of ridiculous joke was this? But before she could say
anything, the guards threw down their pistols, the carriers dropped their
poles, and Precious Auntie was thrown to the floor of the sedan and
knocked out.

When she came to, she saw Baby Uncle’s face in a haze. He had lifted
her out of the sedan. She looked around and saw that the wedding trunks
had been ransacked and the guards and carriers had fled. And then she
noticed her father lying in a ditch, his head and neck at an odd angle, the
life gone from his face. Was she in a dream? “My father,” she moaned. ‘I
want to go to him.” As she bent over the body, unable to make sense of
what had happened, Baby Uncle picked up a pistol that one of the guards
had dropped.

“T swear I'll find the demons who caused my bride so much grief,” he
shouted, and then he fired the pistol toward heaven, startling his horse.

Precious Auntie did not see the kick that killed Baby Uncle, but she
heard it, a terrible crack, like the opening of the earth when it was born.
For the rest of her life she was to hear it in the breaking of twigs, the
crackling of fire, whenever a melon was cleaved in the summer.

That was how Precious Auntie became a widow and an orphan in the
same day. “This is a curse,” she murmured, as she stared down at the bod-
ies of the men she loved. For threé sleepless days after their deaths, Pre-
cious Auntie apologized to the corpses of her father and Baby Uncle. She
talked to their still faces. She touched their mouths, though this was for-
hidden and caused the women of the house to fear that the wronged
ghosts might either possess her or decide to stay.

On the third day, Chang arrived with two coffins. “He killed them!” Pre-
cious Auntie cried. She picked up a fire poker and tried to strike him. She
beat at the coffins. Baby Uncle’s brothers had to wrestle her away. They
apologized to Chang for the girl's lunacy, and Chang replied that grief of
this magnitude was admirable. Because Precious Auntie continued to be
wild with admirable grief, the women of the house had to bind her from
elbows to knees with strips of cloth. Then they laid her on Baby Uncle’s
k'ang, where she wiggled and twisted like a butterfly stuck in its cocoon
until Great-Granny forced her to drink a bowl of medicine that made her
body grow limp. For two days and nights, she dreamed she was with
Baby Uncle, lying on the k’ang as his bride.

When she revived, she was alone in the dark. Her arms and legs had
been unbound, but they were weak. The house was quiet. She went
searching for her father and Baby Uncle. When she reached the main hall,
the bodies were gone, already buried in Chang’s wooden handiwork.
Weeping, she wandered about the house and vowed to join them in the
yellow earth. In the ink-making studio, she went looking for a length of
Tope, a sharp knife, matches she could swallow, anything to cause pain
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greater than she felt. And then she saw a pot of black resin. She lowered
a dipper into the liquid and put it in the maw of the stove. The oily ink
became a soup of blue flames. She tipped the ladle and swallowed.

Great-Granny was the first to hear the thump-bumping sounds in the
studio. Soon the other women of the household were there as well. They
found Precious Auntie thrashing on the floor, hissing air out of a mouth
blackened with blood and ink. “Like eels are swimming in the bowl of her
mouth,” Mother said. “Better if she dies.”

But Great-Granny did not let this happen. Baby Uncle’s ghost had
come to her in a dream and warned that if Precious Auntie died, he and
his ghost bride would roam the house and seek revenge on those who
had not pitied her. Everyone knew there was nothing worse than a venge-
ful ghost. They caused rooms to stink like corpses. They turned bean
curd rancid in a moment’s breath. They let wild creatures climb over the
walls and gates. With a ghost in the house, you could never get a good
night’s sleep.

Day in and day out, Great-Granny dipped cloths into ointments and laid
these over Precious Auntie’s wounds. She bought dragon bones, crushed
them, and sprinkled them into her swollen mouth. And then she noticed
that another part of Precious Auntie had become swollen: her womb.

Over the next few months, Precious Auntie wounds changed from pus
to scars, and her womb grew like a gourd. She had once been a finelooking
girl. Now all except blind beggars shuddered at the sight of her. One day,
when it was clear she was going to survive, Great-Granny said to her
speechless patient: “Now that I've saved your life, where will you and
your baby go? What will you do?”

That night, the ghost of Baby Uncle came once again to Great-Granny,
and the next morning, Great-Granny told Precious Auntie: “You are to
stay and be nursemaid to this baby. First Sister will claim it as hers and
raise it as a Liu. To those you meet, we'll say you're a distant relation from
Peking, a cousin who lived in a nunnery until it burned down and nearly
took you with it. With that face, no one will recognize you.”

And that’s what happened. Precious Auntie stayed. I was the reason
she stayed, her only reason to live. Five months after my birth in 1916,
GaoLing was born to Mother, who had been forced by Great-Granny to
claim me as her own. How could Mother say she had two babies five
months apart? That was impossible. So Mother decided to wait. Exactly
nine months after my birth, and on a very lucky date in 1917, GaoLing
was born for sure.

The grown-ups knew the truth of our births. The children knew only
what they were supposed to pretend. And though I was smart I was sti-
pid. I did not ever question the truth. I did not wonder why Precious Aun-
tie had no name. To others she was Nursemaid. To me, she was Precious
Auntie. And I did not know who she really was until I read what she
wrote,

“T'am vonr mother.” the words said.

Iread that only after she died. Yet I have a memory of her telling me
with her hands, I can see her saying this with her eyes. When it is dark,
she says this to me in a clear voice I have never heard. She speaks in the
language of shooting stars.




