Red Dragonfly

Whence my inability to stand solitude? . . . Is it sadness at a
youth whose potential has gone unfulfilled? . . . What exactly is
this spiritual emptiness I feel for? My hand, resting by the window, feels almost incapacitated, as my vision begins to blur . . .
“Autumn of Clarity” — Lü Ho-juo
I cut into your arm. Your skin is crisp as paper, but still blotchy.
The dark brown birthmark on your wrist is impossible to miss.
How could I not recognize you?
I follow the brachial vein towards your wrist, where the tissue—a network of vessels and nerves—gets more and more convoluted. I remember you used to complain that your hand was
short a few tendons, or why else did you play the piano so clumsily for Sensei Lü?
At dusk we often went to the Taipei First Girls High School,
where Lü-san was teaching. He would be waiting at the gate to
take us to the music room. You’d met Lü-san before I came to
Taipei for high school. I asked you how you got acquainted. You
mentioned something about him taking you to some meeting.
You would fill me in when the time was right. For the time be7

HOME SICKNESS

ing, I didn’t need to know. I should just focus on my studies. After sitting in on several of your lessons, I started longing for the
approach of summer, because the closer summer came, the later
night would fall and the longer your lessons would last, which
would afford me more of those rare moments to observe you
without awkwardness. The tall windows in the classroom seemed
to stretch taller in the angling light of dusk, which shone across
the ridge of your spine. You and Sensei Lü would be going at it,
battling over the twisting notes of the sheet music, while I just
sat there, not doing a thing, feeling jealous that the early evening
light could creep in and caress your hips, your back, your elbow,
your sweaty brow. Sometimes you would practice a piece so long
you both gave up, and Lü-san would teach you how to sing. He
had studied in Japan. He had even held a solo recital in the Public
Auditorium. I would always hum along on the sly. Lü-san said
you had a good voice. Pity that you were so intent on playing
the piano and didn’t take singing seriously. I actually didn’t care
how you played. All I cared about was the feeling I had, sitting
entranced in a corner of that classroom, listening to intermittent
alternation of the piano and your conversation. The break in the
music when you misplayed was itself a kind of beauty, like the
falling leaves outside the window.
Before I cut into your hand I give it a secret squeeze, but no
force flows out in return.
The force of your grip last poured into my palm two years
after the Glorious Restoration of Taiwan to the Chinese Motherland, in March 1947, a few weeks into the massacre that started
on February 28. In those days one had to run down alleys to hide
from the Military Police, sometimes even duck into a gutter. For
a few days we took over an hour to get to the Taipei First Girls
High School. You would grip my hand hard as we sprinted the final stretch, a mere hundred and fifty metres from the Presidential
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Palace, where the authorities were keeping an eye on the chaos all
around. We half-closed our eyes, not wishing to see any blood,
but we couldn’t miss the panicked and raging faces along the way.
I placed my faith in your hand, wherever it led. Finally, I realized
the gatekeeper was motioning for us to hurry in, and then the gate
slammed shut, punctuating the commotion outside with darkness and silence. You leaned back against the gate, breathless, and
thanked the fellow in the booth in Japanese. You were still holding my hand so tightly, your palm so tumid and hot. I was too
shy to wriggle free, just watched the sweat on your chest paint a
splash ink Chinese mountain and stream landscape on your shirt.
I remember one time Lü-san tapped your chest and said, “You
have a beautiful singing voice hidden in here.” I’d really like to
dig it out, like a miner, to help Lü-san fulfill his wish. What I’ll
do is cut open your chest, now so thin all the ribs are starkly visible. I pull at the pectoralis muscle, slicing it away from your ribs.
But the music to “Red Dragonfly” does not come pouring out,
nor that of “Sakura Blossom.” All that emerges is the stench of
formaldehyde-soaked flesh. We all grit our teeth like rescuers at
the mouth of a collapsed mine, pulling out the twisted corpses
one after another, except that all I pull out now is your heart muscle. The lobes of your lungs are full of water. I pop the dissection
needle in, and a foul fluid gurgles out of the little hole. There’s an
echo in the ruin of the mine. I seem to hear your struggle and cannot stop the tears from assaulting my eyes. But no matter. Tears
can be explained away as the effects of the formaldehyde. The
eyes and noses of my classmates are all smarting, too, and all just
as red as mine.
I remember when I first arrived in Taihoku—Taipei. You took
me everywhere, including to the long stone bench by the lotus
pond at the New Park. There were so many red dragonflies dancing on the water and in the air, appearing even redder against the
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backdrop of blue. On a whim you hummed a Japanese folksong:
Like a fire in the western sky, red dragonfly!
Resting on the tip of a bamboo pole . . .
The faint vibration of resonance passed through your chest cavity, through your backbone, and through the back of the bench
on which we were sitting, hitting me like a shockwave. In the
rise and fall of your singing voice, my heart was like a fire in the
western sky.
“Japanese dogs! Pftt!” yelled a Chinese soldier who had liberated Taiwan from Japanese rule in 1945, dousing the fire. Stunned,
we spent a few moments processing his thick accent from who
knows where in China before we figured out what he must have
said. In the scary days that followed in early March I saw a face
covered in blood near the park begging for help. In that confused
moment I had no way to offer anyone sympathy, let alone help.
Later, I became convinced it was the same mainlander who had
called us Japanese dogs, and felt guilty that I had not taken him to
the hospital.
I slice at your intestine. The mesentary has stiffened, and it’s
choked with fat. I slice open your stomach. I can make out the
contents of your last meal: a few strips of blackened vegetable and
a clump of what must be rice gruel.
Yesterday, when I walked home to our rented room in
Koteichō—Gu-t’ing District in the National Language—I took
the long way to avoid the noodle stand at the mouth of the alley. That was our “kitchen,” the place we used to eat for lack of
other options. Now I can’t stomach the emptiness on the other
side of the table or the lady who runs the stand’s courteous inquiry, “Where’s your cousin? When’ll he be back?” Initially I told
her you’d gone down south to take care of your sick mother, but
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the next time she asked the same question, forcing me to confront
the brutal fact of your non-existence. That did it, I’m not going
back, even if I have to go hungry. Even eye contact with the boss
lady would be worse than starvation. I imagine she’s guessed what
has happened to you by now, the same thing that’s happened to a
lot of people who are frantic with worry about loved ones who
disappeared in the night. In the middle of the night in winter,
through the screen window of our washitsu, I can see the steam
and smoke rising from the noodle stand. I often shed solitary tears
at the imagery of warmth.
Your mom really is sick. After you went missing, she knelt in
front of the altar every day praying to the Buddha and her ancestors for your protection. She would often kneel until she fell
asleep and crumpled to one side. When a family member would
wake her she would continue to pray. In the end everyone felt it
best to put a blanket over her instead of waking her. One time she
wasn’t sleeping. She’d had a stroke. They only found out by the
smell after she lost control of her bowels. Last time I went to see
her we could only communicate through our tears.
In the days before you were taken away, my course load at the
School of Medicine was getting heavier, and I could not often
accompany you to the Taipei First Girls High School. But when
you got home, it was always Lü-san this, Lü-san that. We were
supposed to be practising the National Language, but you would
get too excited for that and switch back into Japanese. You gave
me copies of a few of the stories Lü-san had written, saying that
we could translate them into Mandarin for practice. You told me
that Lü-san and a few May Fourth–era experimentalists like Lu
Hsun and Guo Mo-juo were “first class.” We had to help translate
Lü-san’s Japanese stories into Mandarin “before the day came,”
you said, to introduce him to our compatriots. You talked about
translating the stories “with passion,” and urged me, a student
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physician, to model myself on the doctor in “Autumn of Clarity,” to adopt his humanitarian ethos. I didn’t want to spoil your
mood. I’d only heard a little about the writers from China you
mentioned, writers like Lu Hsun, but I could tell from your expression that they were something special, and that something
important was going to happen when the day came, whatever
that meant. Under the lamp your larynx cut a lovely silhouette
that rose and fell to the rhythm of your speech. It was a dance for
your Adam’s apple, a shadow puppet play for voice control.
Yes, now I’ve started slicing into your neck. The veins are
empty and deathly grey. Carefully, I cut open your windpipe and
hunt around for the larynx, which once was the source of tumultuous emotions, silently inlaid in your windpipe, the vocal cords
like two sprouts withered before they had the chance to grow.
Your stubble pokes the back of my hand. I wonder how long you
hadn’t shaved for. Not since you were torn away from me in the
dead of the night?
That night, we were woken from our dreams by the muffled
sound of knocking at the door. Soon we were wide awake. I
thought it was the landlord until a few rough voices started calling your name, louder and louder, closer and closer. You leapt up
and put your clothes on. A breeze blew by my cheek when you
lifted the blanket. Panicking, I sat up. The door to our room burst
open and two cops burst in, followed by our sleepy-eyed landlord. They wanted to take you away. I asked them why, and they
said they were taking you to the station for questioning. Their
vicious faces made it clear there wasn’t any room for debate.
You told me not to worry, that you would be right back. As I
watched you walk down the hallway, I couldn’t help it, I rushed
toward you. At the sound of my footsteps, you looked back and
broke free. We held each other tightly, pressing our bodies together. Your stubbly cheek against mine smarted, but I didn’t
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want to let you go. The police pulled us apart.
When I woke up the next morning, my face was swollen red.
The swelling would only subside one summer evening a few
months later at dusk. I was finally relieved of my physical discomfort. But when I saw the white clouds of smoke and steam rising
from the mouth of the alley, I knew that you had said farewell.
Later I, too, was taken to the police station for questioning.
But I had no answers for them, because I really didn’t know what
you and Lü-san were up to. I even went to the Taipei First Girls
High School to seek out the great man himself, but the gateman
said he had quit his job, and I didn’t know who in Taipei you were
in contact with besides me.
Now we’ve been reunited. Since our initial reunion, I’ve
looked forward every day to our regular meetings, twice a week.
Twice a week, as I wend my solitary way home, I take a detour
through the field on the way to the Taipei First Girls High School,
to see the clouds of red dragonflies.
Like a fire in the western sky, red dragonfly!
On what day did I see you last?
I hum the tune of that sentimental folksong in mourning for
those days when we would cross the field together, shoulder to
shoulder.
I approach our semi-weekly meeting with dreadful anticipation. I look forward to touching you and rolling you over, but I
dread going home in the evening. All I’ll do is toss and turn, unable to sleep. I try not to sleep, actually, because I don’t want you
to drag yourself into my dreams, especially not the way you look
now. I am afraid that if I get to sleep, you’ll come to me in a dream
and ask me to stop dissecting you, even though I promised you
that when I’m done I will sew you back up, and you will be whole
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again, good as new. Later, when I realized the improbability of
sewing you up, I felt deeply guilty. I thought at first I could treat
you better than anyone else. In fact, I needed to totally possess
you, and so I insisted on staying by your side when the teacher
suggested I switch to another cadaver. In doing so I’ve ended up
getting myself into a terrible mess.
Luckily, I’ve seen you only once in my dreams. You were facing away from me, looking across the field we crossed on the way
to your lesson, and what I smelled was not pungent formaldehyde
but, faintly, your sweat. You didn’t turn, but from your towering
scapula I could tell it was you. Thinking of how pathetically thin
and bony your back has become I murmured, “I’m sorry, I have to
finish my studies.” In the end I told myself that what I had seen in
my dream wasn’t you, but a shell you had cast off, like the molted
skin of a dragonfly nymph poised on a stalk of rice straw. The real
you was flying like a dragonfly at ease somewhere on the horizon.
Next I grip the razor and cut into your ankle. There’s a band
of tendon there, like the protector of some secret. I see the greenish purple of your ankle and calf, and the slack, sliced-up skin. I
don’t want to imagine what heavy, rusted instrument of torture
was wrapped around your feet and ankles, piercing them.
I am reminded of that haunted house at the end of the alley
back home. One time in junior high school you took me there
to explore. A banyan tree straddling the wall had thrust an aerial
root into the house, a root that found purchase and thickened,
getting bigger and bigger, until in the end it toppled the wall,
causing the house to collapse.
You took me to see a little mound of dirt in the courtyard
and told me a secret. The wandering minstrel who performed
on occasion in the village had buried his little monkey here. Not
long before, you’d discovered him in the neighbourhood, seemingly afraid someone would notice him there. The brim of his hat
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pulled low, he turned into that house, and you followed him into
the courtyard and hid behind the wall, watching his every move.
First, he sat down and talked to the mound. Then he indulged in
“self-abuse” upon it, and his anguished groans made you think he
was a man possessed. You cried out despite yourself.
He saw you, told you not to be afraid, and explained that the
mound was for his old pal the monkey. Back in the day, they’d
performed together for the first time in this courtyard, and now
the house had been abandoned and the monkey had died, leaving
him alone. One time he spent the night in the house after performing in the village and he couldn’t stand it, he just had to “selfabuse,” and his monkey started to imitate him. Once the monkey
had started it couldn’t stop. That night, its vital energy spent, it
passed away. Devastated, the man buried his monkey in the courtyard. Every year on the anniversary of its demise the man would
return to sprinkle his seed as an offering.
I didn’t know what you were on about. What was “self-abuse”?
His “seed”? As if it were the funniest thing you’d ever heard, you
laughed and said, “Cousin, let me show you.” You held me from
behind; I tried to wriggle free until I succumbed to the warmth of
your body and the smell of your sweat when our cheeks touched.
I was like a pale puppet, speechless. For a moment all I heard was
the sound of your breathing. You reached into my pants and held
me tight. When you started rubbing me, my bowels dissolved in
pleasure. I thought I was going to piss my pants. I cried for you
to stop, but you wouldn’t. You, too, were like a man possessed. A
sticky white liquid shot out, giving me quite a shock. “You’re a
man now, Cousin,” you said. “But remember to control yourself.
Don’t be like that monkey.” That was our secret rite of passage.
Last visit home, I walked alone to the haunted house. Now
completely penetrated by the banyan tree, it’s even more enchanting, the shadows deeper. I confronted the forbidding shadow of
15

HOME SICKNESS

the tree on the mound and started rubbing myself, wailing like a
lonely ghost, my brief ecstasy mingling with suppressed despair,
everything spilling onto the mound. It must have been a ghastly
sight.
I regard your shriveled penis, now completely black. I cut
away the scrotum and, after a careful inspection, while my classmates are taking a break, I pop the testes into my pocket—a crypt
for an army of soldiers who would never have the chance to test
their mettle on the battlefield.
Finally, we are going to dissect your skull. I ask my classmates
to flay the skin of your face, while I excuse myself for a bathroom
break, because I cannot look calmly at the pair of gaping holes
where your eyes used to be.
I pop out while my partner does the top half, returning as soon
as he’s done to finish the job. I tell myself that the gory visage
doesn’t belong to you. Once again, I take the knife and slice away
your prim lips, and the skin upon your cheeks and chin. Then we
pry your skull open to carve away your hardened brain. You do
not bleed or struggle. Without a whimper you meekly allow us
to cut it out. I finally lose it. My partner pulls me away, assuming
I’m exhausted. I’ve been the one who always insists on wielding
the scalpel since the beginning of term, and my partner, who has
taken a dislike to me, takes the opportunity to try to take over.
But I don’t let him. You’re all mine, nobody else can touch you.
I will never get to make another cut. I pick up the mask of
your facial skin, discarded in a dish by the dissection table, and
inspect it carefully. Yes, there is an angle at the end of each of
your eyebrows, a scar on the right, and pitted skin from eczema
under the stubble. It really is you, but you’ve gotten so thin. The
shape of your sunken cheeks pains me when I compare it to the
full and ample flesh as I remember it. Are you willing to be reborn
in me? I ask you softly. I thrust my finger deep into where your
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oral cavity would be, and your lips seem to softly close upon it,
as if to say, “Yes, I’m willing.” And so I endure the sting of the
formaldehyde and put your face onto mine. What a searing pain,
like fire! I can’t keep my eyes open, but I can feel all the eyes in the
room upon me.
The teacher rushes over, awards me a slap, and as a bonus cries
“Baka yarou!”—stupid bastard. He drags me to the sink in the hallway to rinse my face. My cheeks once again swell red, but in my
heart the warmth of happiness wells up. The flow of the warm
fluid takes me back to that afternoon in the haunted house and
to the night when we parted. In the moment when the professor
tore the skin of your face away from me, I wished the cadaver on
the table was one of those cops who tore us apart. I would happily
dissect either one of them. Cousin, oh cousin! We never knew the
lyrics of the Japanese folksong were lines in a requiem.
On what day did I see you last? On the day I lifted the sheet in the
dissection lab for human anatomy class.
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