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This book is dedicated

To my mother, and the grandmothers whose blood I carry—your spirits endure in me; grant me the courage to go on.

To all the left-behind children. whose childhoods fractured, yet breaking only to rise more resilient.

To my ancestral village, to the family that forged my core—where my roots drink deep from the everlasting green earth.

And to Truth, vast and powerful—Your faintest glimmer always set us free. 

Introduction

A Return, A Reckoning, A Requiem.

The news of her grandmother's dying pulls her back to the suffocating world she fought so hard to escape. Now she is just another factory worker, another forgotten face in today's fast-moving progress.

She has spent her whole life running: from home, from friends who could have helped, from the school she never got to finish, from painful memories that won't fade, from a future that feels too heavy—even from her own body, which still remembers the smell and bears the marks of her village.

But the past doesn't fade. It waits.

This is a story about breaking apart—about a woman torn between different lives, about a family stretched across factories and faraway cities. As cities grow bigger, villages grow emptier. Some things get shinier. Some things get lost forever.

How do we grieve for things we didn't know we were losing?

Maybe we need to stop running to finally look back at our wounds, at our abandoned homes, at all we have tried to leave behind. Some pain won't stay buried. Some tears must finally fall to help new things grow.
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After all these years, I now face the decision of whether to return to my hometown once more. If I do, this time, I wonder—can it be less painful?

Truthfully, having stayed away for so long, I’ve considered never going back. I know, deeply, that even if I don’t return to see her, she wouldn’t blame me. But I also know this may be my last chance in this lifetime to see her alive.

So, I must brace myself for battle again—for pain.

Those in this world who share my blood, who spring from the same root as I do—unfortunately, we are fated to meet once more.

All these years, pain and memory have lingered like a ghostly mist, clinging to my heart, my body, everywhere, inescapable.

They once cursed me, beat me, tore at me, wishing me dead—yet here I still am, alive.

But him... He never should have died. Yet in the end, he died because of us, because of this wretched world and our own sins. When he died, I stood with them, staring at the wounds on his pale body, at the purplish-red, sand-streaked blood trickling from his nostrils—and in that moment, my heart died with him.

When my heart died, I thought this ugly, useless shell of a body would soon follow.

But in the end, cowardice and fear of death held me back. Like the others, I watched indifferently as they buried his corpse and chose to keep clinging to this wretched existence.

Only, this time—aside from her, old and frail, soon to face Death herself—I don’t know which of us will die next. 
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The Story of Us Begins with My Grandfather.

My grandfather was born in the 1920s. By the age of five, he had already lost his father.

His father—my great-grandfather—was killed by bandits on his way back from the autumn harvest, struck down by a stray bullet. Just like that, he was gone.

In the months after his death, my great-grandmother fought desperately against fate. She fed my grandfather and his younger brother grass roots and tree bark. But before long, his younger brother—still swaddled in infancy—starved to death, my great-grandmother’s milk long dried up from hunger.

With her baby dead, my great-grandmother lost all will to live. In her despair, she took my grandfather by the hand and leaped into the river, determined to drown them both. But they were pulled from the water, saved by strangers.

After that, it was as if she had already died. She no longer cared about living or dying. She survived by mending clothes for travelers on the roadside, fleeing disaster after disaster, crossing provincial borders in one desperate migration. Somehow, dragging my grandfather along, she outran starvation, suffering, and despair.

Stricken by hardship, famine, and the misfortune of losing his father so young, my grandfather never had the chance to attend school. From childhood, the only lesson he learned was survival. By five or six, he was already scavenging for scraps and coal, hunger his constant companion. The only "education" he received was my great-grandmother’s ceaseless reminder: Of the three unfilial acts, the gravest is to leave no descendants.

To live is to suffer without end, and to suffer without end is a destiny—especially for women. By the time my great-grandmother settled in the village where we would later put down roots, she had poured every ounce of strength into raising my grandfather. By the time she came of age, though not yet forty, her hair had turned white, her face carved deep with grief.

At eighteen, through a matchmaker’s arrangement, my grandfather hastily married my grandmother—a woman as wretched as he was.

A year later, she gave birth to their first child, my eldest aunt. But like most men of that time, my grandfather showed little joy at her arrival. Even in rags, even starving, what he wanted was a son.

A year after my eldest aunt, my second aunt was born.

Yet in our village back then, no matter how many children you had, without a son, you were nothing.

Fear festered in his mind by day, haunting his dreams at night. One evening, as my grandmother later shared it, my grandfather shook her awake, swearing he had seen the ghost of my great-grandfather. The specter had chastised him: Without a son, you disgrace me and our ancestors.

Humiliated by the dream, my grandfather woke weeping. He thought of my great-grandmother—widowed, childless, enduring unspeakable hardship—and of his own failure to carry on the family line. Of the three unfilial acts, the gravest is to leave no descendants. The disappointment in his father’s ghostly face, the terror of dying without a son to provide for him—it gnawed at him. He imagined the village men whispering behind his back, mocking him for being less of a man, with no son.

He began walking through the village with his head bowed.

The dream tormented him, leaving him—and my grandmother—sleepless. Shame prickled his skin like insects crawling down his spine; the fear of dying alone infected her too.

Desperate, my grandfather sought out a local fortune-teller, a man rumored to not only divine fate but alter it. Bearing gifts, my grandfather trekked for days through the mountains to the temple where the man practiced. After a ritual of fire and chanting, the fortune-teller delivered his verdict: Your ancestors have blessed you. You are destined to have four sons. The delay is merely a matter of time. As my grandfather left, the man pressed a silk pouch into his hand. When your son is born, he instructed, name him from the auspicious characters inside. A proper name will ensure their prosperity.

Strangely enough, two years later, my grandmother gave birth to a son.

In the hours before my eldest uncle’s birth, despite knowing the prophecy, my grandfather was frantic. When the midwife announced a boy, this man who seldom cried broke down in front of her. Fumbling with the silk pouch, he held it under the dim lamplight. Four characters stared back: Fu Gui Fa Cai—Wealth, Nobility, Fortune, Prosperity. Overwhelmed, my grandfather knelt, kowtowing toward the fortune-teller’s distant temple, then to every god and ancestor he could name.

My grandmother went on to bear two more sons in quick succession. With three boys, my grandfather could finally walk through the village with his head high. True to the fortune-teller’s words, he named them Fu, Gui, and Fa—Wealth, Nobility, and Fortune.

The fourth son, Cai (Prosperity), should have followed. But then my great-grandmother died. Custom demanded three years of mourning—no weddings, no births. Though he had three sons, my grandfather carried this regret to his grave: that he had failed to allow my great-grandmother to hold her four grandsons, who were all prosperous and successful, in her arms neatly before she passed away.

Yet in another way, he found unexpected solace.

Before the children came, the rickety shack my great-grandmother had built sufficed. But as the family grew, the walls seemed to shrink. Grieving and restless, my grandfather threw himself into a new purpose: building a proper house.

By day, he toiled in the fields; by night, he worked under moonlight. His children, though young, could strip bark and sand beams. Log by log, tile by tile, for three years he labored—until, at last, a two-story wooden house stood where the shack had been.

In our village of refugees and locals, where most lived in crumbling huts or aged wooden shelters, his house was a marvel. The first new build in memory. The only two-story structure for miles.

Before he had sons, my grandfather walked with his head bowed. But now—not only did he have sons, he had a spacious new house. Fortune had doubled. When he stepped outside, people praised his success.

Gradually, he shed the shame of his childless years, standing taller, prouder.

In our village, there was Uncle Fa, technically of my grandfather’s generation but two years older. A smooth talker, he’d convinced everyone to address him as "Uncle" regardless of seniority. Later, he and my grandfather both secured roles in the production brigade—my grandfather as accountant, Uncle Fa as overseer. Before the new house, Uncle Fa’s home had been the finest in the village. Back then, these petty officials liked to rotate meetings between households, staying afterward for a meal. When it was my grandfather’s turn, the cramped space forced them to relocate to Uncle Fa’s. But once my grandfather moved into his new house, with more room to host, the meetings settled there permanently. No one bothered with rotations anymore.

Yet even in his pride, my grandfather never forgot the prophesied fourth son.

The moment the mourning period for my great-grandmother ended, he rushed to get my grandmother pregnant again. But the child was stillborn. When the news came, my grandfather seemed to lose his soul. For a full year, he refused to speak to my grandmother, communicating only through my aunts, even in emergencies. He wouldn’t go near her—his so-called "jinx" and "bad-luck charm."

But his obsession outweighed his bitterness. Once my grandmother recovered slightly, with my uncles and aunts helping in the fields, my grandfather cut back on farm work himself. He even splurged on fertility tonics for my grandmother—unthinkable generosity.

Yet no matter how hard he tried, her belly remained stubbornly flat.

With three healthy sons and the fortune-teller’s prophecy, my grandfather clung to patience, dismissing the stillbirth as a fluke. But as years passed without another pregnancy, even he grew restless. Worse, whispers began—had the fortune-teller lied? The thought gnawed at him again. It wasn’t just about himself now; to discredit the seer would be unforgivable.

So he returned to the man. Though the new house had nearly bankrupted him, the promise of Fu Gui Fa Cai—Wealth, Nobility, Fortune, Prosperity—was too potent. And my grandfather was a proud man, unyielding in his authority at the brigade. Defying my grandmother’s protests, he borrowed money in secret and hauled gifts back up the mountain.

This time, the fortune-teller performed the rites again. His verdict: The fourth son will be the most precious—a reincarnated soul, handpicked by the Earth God. Such blessings demand patience. As for the stillbirth? Obstacles purify gratitude. Without suffering, how would you cherish what comes?

To some, such words are hope. To others, gimmicks. My grandmother, left frail by miscarriages, muttered curses against the fortune-teller in her sleep. But to my grandfather, his words were divine decree. And as my grandmother said, A woman’s sky is her husband.

So he waited, relentless. My grandmother suffered more failed pregnancies. He didn’t care—it wasn’t his pain. What use is a woman, he’d say, if not for her womb? If she can’t even do that right, marrying her was a waste.

Then, perhaps by fate, after endless torment, my grandmother—nearly fifty—finally bore my father. At last, my grandfather held his "prosperity son," completing Fu Gui Fa Cai, fulfilling the prophecy, appeasing the ancestors, and burying his fear of dying without a son to mourn him. With this, and the house, his life reached its zenith.

My grandfather loved fathering children, but had little interest in raising them. Once the momentary triumph of birth passed, he would wash his hands of the matter, considering their upbringing entirely my grandmother's responsibility. Blinded by his preference for sons, he never allowed my two aunts a single day of schooling. Before marriage, their sole purpose was tending to their brothers and earning work points in the fields.

Though he valued his sons more, his patience with them was equally thin. My second uncle, being quiet and sometimes forgetting to greet others, would be chastised for "embarrassing the family." His fatherly presence was virtually nonexistent—my grandmother recalled one instance when my second uncle burned with fever for three days, near death, while my grandfather gambled secretly at the brigade headquarters rather than take him to the clinic. My third uncle, slower in wit and stunted in growth with a persistent stutter, became the butt of my grandfather's cruel jokes at home. In public, he'd preemptively disown the boy: "Who knows why a smart man like me spawned such an idiot?" Always, he blamed my grandmother's "ill-omened ancestral graves" for these "defective offspring."

Before my father's birth, all hopes rested on my eldest uncle. But headstrong like my grandfather, equally domineering, their clashing wills made coexistence impossible. Worse, my eldest uncle found more kinship with Uncle Fa, the village overseer, even adopting him as a role model—a betrayal that turned my grandfather's indifference into active disdain.

Beyond his son-preference, my grandfather harbored visceral contempt for my grandmother. Six children bore him no respect. Throughout their marriage, she was banished from the dining table—serving dishes, clearing plates, waiting on him as he ate. Illiterate and meek, her sole marital education had been "the husband is my sky." which she followed unquestioningly, a golden rule etched into her bones.

At home, she performed all women's duties—nursing babies, chores, tending livestock—while also laboring like a man in the fields for work points. When bold women decried life's unfairness, she'd soothe them: "Enduring wrongs is its own blessing. Harmony above all." Her personal creed ran deeper: "The heavens record every deed. Heaven or hell awaits based on merit." So she endured—the relentless pregnancies, the exclusion from meals, the verbal abuse, the beatings in his foul moods—all as celestial merit stored beyond the clouds.

Yet by middle age, by my grandfather's own boast, he had it all: four sons, a two-story house, a subservient wife, and the envy of the village. By his measure, he'd reached life's pinnacle.

But good fortune didn’t not last.

When my father was still young, two militiamen with red armbands suddenly appeared at our doorstep. Without a word, they took my grandfather away. When he demanded to know why, they sneered that he was a narcissus that refused to bloom—how dare he pretend ignorance of his past as a running dog for the feudal landlord class? Confused, my grandfather could not grasp the connection. Their explanation: my great-grandmother had once been violated by a landlord, and he himself had briefly worked in a landlord’s household. Such men, tainted by feudal poison, were now required to be remolded.

The words nearly choked him.

First, he could not believe that his mother—my great-grandmother, who had suffered her entire life—was now being slandered in death, her name dragged through the mud. Second, and more chilling: their family had only worked for that household for a few months during their desperate flight from famine. They had even crossed provincial lines afterward. How, after all these years, had anyone uncovered this? By all rights, he had been a victim. But there was no arguing. They warned him that sparing his family from arrest was already an act of mercy—proof of his ancestors’ virtue. If he dared protest, he would be beaten.

By day, he and others accused of various crimes were paraded with wooden placards around their necks, branded in charcoal as "Feudal Running Dogs." They were herded onto the dirt playground of the village elementary school for struggle sessions. There, my grandfather saw his former colleagues—men like Uncle Fa, who had once worked alongside him—now leading the crowd in denouncing him. Their faces, once cordial, were twisted with zeal. They roared that he deserved death, their voices rising in competition, their eyes glinting with something like triumph.

It was then that my grandfather understood: his real crime was not being some "running dog," but simply having risen too high. To see another prosper is never easy.

At night, they locked him in a pen beside the pigs. He watched pigs eat, shit, mate, and squeal. At first, stubborn as ever, he refused to confess. So they strung him up, shaved his head, and lashed him with willow switches. Still, he would not yield—perhaps still stunned. Then they threatened to arrest his family. But he had always been selfish, indifferent to kin, and merely shrugged.

Finally, they dragged him to the river, held his head underwater until he half-drowned, then dug a pit, stripped him naked, and buried him up to his neck. For half a month, he baked under the sun, soaked in the rain, until even the insects in the soil began to gnaw at his flesh.

Only then did he break.

He confessed to every charge, real or imagined. But even this did not satisfy them. One night, they tore down the two-story wooden house he had spent three years building. Now, not only was his family homeless—he had lost the thing that let him hold his head high.

When locked in the village pigpen, he became public property—hauling nightsoil, watering greenhouse vegetables, dredging sewage ditches, pulling carts. Wherever needed, however menial, he obeyed. A lifetime of labor had inured him to suffering. But what this famine-surviving, bark-eating, bullet-dodging orphan of a man could never reconcile was this: his fate, once dictated by heaven or fortune-tellers, had now veered abruptly at the whim of their fabricated charges.

These accusations, divorced from truth, somehow carried more weight than his very life—more sanctified than all his desperate struggles to survive.

The true horror, the thing that hollowed him to the marrow, was this revelation: of all creation, nothing terrifies like humankind. He almost admired their precision—how they’d dissected him, knowing exactly which secrets to expose. They understood that dismantling his painstakingly built house would bring him to his knees faster than any torture of his person. No need to break the man when breaking his symbols sufficed.

He could comprehend envy—neighbors resenting his thriving sons and two-story house. But what defied all logic were the strangers: men from distant villages he’d never met, sonless men with no stake in his existence, who transformed at struggle sessions into rabid accomplices. How effortlessly they spat on him, hurled pig feces, drowned him in filth, buried him alive in ridicule. With what frenzy they invented crimes, wielded verdicts, relished his degradation.

This—this was the abyss his mind could never bridge.

...

By the time he was released and returned from the pigpen, several years had already passed.

When he came home, no one recognized him anymore. His face had changed—his entire being was gaunt, sullen, and deranged. The house was even more destitute than before, poorer than the poorest days of the past. The world had long since moved on, and there was no hope of him finding work that could reignite the vigor of his youth. The new house had been torn down, and the whole family had been forced back into the old, crumbling one. The last time life had weighed so heavily on him, he could still seek out a fortune-teller, but now, his will and strength were spent. He couldn’t even muster the effort to find one.

With no heart for ambition and nowhere to drown his sorrows, he gradually fell into the vices of drinking and gambling.

And when he drank, he would beat my grandmother, my aunts, my uncles, and my father.

Before the violence began, my grandfather would usually grit his teeth, muttering curses under his breath. He was a man of few words
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