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T here were only two roads in 

Brokenbridge Village: a stone 

alley, three meters wide, and a 

four-meter-wide canal. The residents were 

arranged in three rows, running between 

and on either side of the alley and canal, 

in uniform two-story garret-houses. There 

were practically no gaps between the 

houses, meaning that all the neighbors in 

Brokenbridge Village were either “next 

door” or “across the way.” The three lines of 

buildings were hardly straight, of course—

they curved to precisely the same extent as 

the canal. The stone alley was very quiet, 

suffused from end to end with the bright 

gleam of stone, clean and tranquil. The 

water of the canal was mirror-like, as well, 

and the reflections of the stone bridges had 

laid upon it for centuries, growing gradually 

decrepit, wavering out of the way as the 

small sampans passed by, then returning to 

their hunchbacked positions in their wake. 

As the canal reached the eastern end of the 

village it ceased to be a canal, and joined 

a broad body of flowing water, a river that 

held special significance for the youth of 

Brokenbridge Village. All the village youths 

had begun their life’s voyage on this river. 

They felt a distaste for the reflected light of 

water and stone; as soon as they came of age 

they flocked out into the greater world. The 

youth of Brokenbridge Village vanished on 

the waterways without a trace, before their 

reflections had even come to rest. The water, 

for its part, remembered nothing. 

Wongwong’s family lived across the 

way from Mrs Hui, the stone alley between 

them. Mrs Hui’s house backed against a hill, 

an earthen mound twenty or thirty meters 

high. Wongwong’s house was on the water. 

Wongwong was a seven year old boy, and 

his name wasn’t really Wongwong. But 

because he perpetually went about with a bag 

of Wongwong-brand cookies or crackers in 

his hand, everyone called him that, even his 

grandfather—it rolled easily off the tongue, 

and pleased the ear. Wongwong had always 

lived with his grandfather. His mother and 
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father worked on a tugboat, where they 

earned a lot of money—they’d already 

shifted Wongwong’s housing registration to 

the county capital. His mother said they’d 

earned enough so far to send him to college; 

once they had enough to buy him a house 

and take a wife, they’d move back home 

and open a little soy-sauce shop. But at the 

time they had the discussion, they were still 

floating to all points of the compass. Their 

home was no longer Brokenbridge Village, it 

was the waterways—or the water itself. Their 

memory of the village was losing reality 

for them, becoming no more than a distant 

address, a line of characters written on a 

remittance payment slip. Those slips now 

stood in for the grandfather’s absent children, 

for Wongwong’s absent parents. 

Wongwong spent his idle time sitting 

on the stone threshold of his house, watching 

the passersby. In his hand he held a bag of 

Wongwong cookies, or Wongwong crackers. 

On the lefthand side of the remittance slips, 

Wongwong’s father would always note, “One 

bag of Wongwong each day.” Wongwong had 

grown sick of the cookies, but his grandfather 

forbade him to sit on the threshold empty-

handed. He would get bored, and after sitting 

for a while would put a hand into his pants to 

play with his willy. With a bag in one hand 

and a cookie in the other, all was well. While 

Wongwong sat on the threshold, he was able 

to keep an eye on Mrs Hui’s place—she’d 

turned the first floor of her house into a shop. 

When customers arrived Wongwong would 

give a piercing cry, and Mrs Hui would 

emerge smiling from the back. 

M rs Hui had also left the village, 

and hadn’t come back until the 

spring of 1996. She’d come home to have a 

child, and her young boy was still nursing. 

Wongwong had never nursed mother’s milk. 

His grandfather said his mother was born dry. 

Wongwong had only once taken the nipple, 

and had gotten nothing from it; his mother 

had yelped in pain. Soon after he was born 

he was sent to live with his grandmother—

this was before they’d buried her in the 

hills behind the village. Along with him his 

parents had sent a stainless-steel bowl and 

a stainless-steel spoon. His grandmother 

filled that gleaming stainless-steel bowl with 

cream cake, milk, Heinz infant formula, egg 

yolk and bean paste, then used the gleaming 

stainless-steel spoon to feed the mixture to 

Wongwong. He laughed when he’d finished 

it, and his grandmother would strike the 

stainless-steel bowl with the stainless-steel 

spoon, making a pleasant shivery industrial 

sound. His grandmother said, “What’s this, 

now? That’s right, it’s your mother’s breast.” 

Wongwong grew up plump and solid—

his grandmother liked to say he was stouter 

than any suckling who’d had the teat. But 

his grandfather’s comment was, “Women 

these days… they’re dry as a bone. The 

government already has policies for their 

bellies, surely it ought to leave their breasts 

alone.” Then grandmother would chime in, 
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“I nursed your father till he was five years 

old. Till he was five years old.” She seemed 

at once proud of herself, and also happy on 

behalf of her son. 

Mrs Hui was different. Her face, eyes, 

lips, arms and calves all gave an impression 

of round solidity. Short and stout, ample and 

round, she was as hale and kindly as the full 

moon; she smiled at everyone, and when 

she did her face shone, and two dimples 

dimpled at the corners of her mouth, and 

she exuded the fullness and happiness of 

a new mother. She was enveloped in the 

scent of mother’s milk, soft and mellow, and 

it seemed to come and go as you sniffed. 

Mrs Hui’s bosom was prodigious, plain as 

day beneath her shirt, and her milk flowed 

inexhaustibly, unstintingly. It was quite a 

sight watching her nurse, which she always 

did while seated outside her shop. She never 

undid her buttons, but simply pulled her 

shirt up, nestled her son’s head in her elbow, 

and leaned forward. Once the child had 

latched, she sat upright again. As she nursed 

she would crane her neck forward, toying 

with the child’s little fingernails or earlobes, 

pinching them tight. When someone came 

to buy something, she said, “Help yourself.” 

If they needed change, she said again, “Help 

yourself.” Wongwong was fascinated by 

Mrs Hui’s lovely poise as she nursed. The 

swelling abundance of her bosom lent her 

an almost excessive motherliness, and sky-

blue veins could be seen beneath the surface 

of her skin. Wongwong was certain that Mrs 

Hui’s milk was sky blue, too: warm yet brisk. 

While her son nursed he always grasped his 

mother’s breast in one clean, tender hand. 

As it lay along the outer edge of Mrs Hui’s 

breast, it seemed as though the sunlight did 

not illuminate it, but rather that breast and 

hand together were themselves the source 

of the sunlight. They had a crystalline, half-

transparent look—in part sacred, and in part 

tempting. Mrs Hui was never ashamed to 

nurse. In fact, besides a few old folks and 

children, the only people left in Brokenbridge 

Village were middle-aged women. Mrs Hui’s 

unabashed exposure thrilled Wongwong, and 

also grieved him. He was bound up in the 

scent of milk; his grief was just as powerless 

as that scent, just as lingering. 

M rs Hui was sitting on her stone 

threshold, nursing her son, while 

Wongwong sat across the alley. Mrs Hui’s 

son was full after only one breast—when she 

gave him the other, he turned his head away, 

blowing milk bubbles. The second breast 

was so painfully swollen that she decided to 

squeeze a little out. She stood and turned to 

the wall, holding her breast in both hands, 

and as she squeezed a curving stream of 

milk sprayed out. Wongwong was captivated 

by her every movement. He watched the 

stream of snow-white milk splash onto 

the wall, soaking into the gray stone. He 

smelled the scent of milk, its benevolent 

warmth spreading through the alley. He 

quietly moved across from her, and squatted 
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in a corner. When Mrs Hui was finished 

she put her son back on her leg, where 

he continued to fuss. She raised her shirt 

again, but he wouldn’t eat, and only amused 

himself by patting her breast and gurgling 

incomprehensibly.  She never noticed 

Wongwong creeping up close. Suddenly 

he pushed away her son’s hand, ducked 

his head, went straight for her breast, and 

bit. Once he had it, he wouldn’t let go. Mrs 

Hui’s scream rang out abruptly and lingered 

in the noon-time alleyway, waking half the 

people of Brokenbridge from their naps. If 

it hadn’t been for that scream, Wongwong 

might never have let go. He didn’t run, but 

instead stood there open-mouthed, like a 

shocked fool. He could see the pair of bloody 

crescent toothmarks on Mrs Hui’s left breast. 

She began to recover her composure, but the 

neighbors had begun to appear before she 

could soothe her crying child. Mortified, and 

in pain, Mrs Hui snapped at him: “God damn 

you, Wongwong.” 

 

B y that afternoon, the whole village 

knew what Wongwong had done. 

With no newspapers, the day’s happenings 

were passed by word of mouth. Naturally, 

sexuality was the focus of discussion, though 

everyone talked around it. They’d say: “God 

damn… and the little rascal’s only seven.” 

Or: “Even the grown men around here 

aren’t that brazen.” No one was actually 

concerned; they were thrilled, titillated. 

Everyone knew Mrs Hui’s breast had been 

bitten by Wongwong, and some made a joke 

of it, waiting until her back was turned and 

then loudly quoting the snack advertisement 

from the television: “Mrs Hui, let’s all have 

a ‘Wong’!" Everyone laughed, and Mrs Hui 

laughed with them—it was funny. Mrs Hui’s 

mother-in-law wasn’t amused though. She’d 

come out with her long face and say: “The 

water’s boiling.” 

Wongwong’s grandfather learned that 

evening what had happened that afternoon. 

Though it was just the two of them, he 

always cooked three square meals a day, and 

he fed each meal to Wongwong himself. The 

stainless-steel bowl and the stainless-steel 

spoon gleamed as bright as they always had, 

with no sign of rust or wear. His grandfather 

was getting on in years and had lost his teeth. 

His tongue, too, had grown loose with time: 

he spoke as he pleased, and was rarely quiet. 

With every spoonful he put in his grandson’s 

mouth, he’d mutter a little rhyme: “Open 

to bite, close to chew, when we’re done its 

bedtime for you.” Or, “A bite of egg, a bite 

of meat, you’ll grow big and can compete.” 

Things of that sort; ditties he’d come up 

with himself. But today Wongwong would 

not eat. As the spoon approached from the 

left, he dodged right. As it came from the 

right, he veered left. His grandfather said, 

“If you won’t even taste one dish, how will 

you grow up to be rich?” Wongwong’s eyes 

were fixed in the direction of Mrs Hui’s 

shop, where she sold all sorts of snacks. His 

grandfather asked, “What is it you want?” 
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Wongwong wouldn’t answer. “A Snickers?” 

he asked. “Dove chocolate? Qinqin Eight-

Treasure Porridge?” Wongwong said nothing. 

Next to the porridge on the shop shelf was 

Australian milk powder. “Do you want 

milk?” Wongwong turned his head and gazed 

at his grandfather with tears in his eyes. His 

grandfather understood then, and went across 

the alley to buy a packet. He added water, 

then brought the bowl to Wongwong, saying, 

“Drink your milk, Wongwong.” Wongwong 

bit down on the stainless-steel spoon, then 

turned his head and spat it on the ground. 

Then he reached out and knocked the bowl 

over, too. The stainless steel bowl leaped 

and clattered on the stone floor with a chill 

metallic sound. His grandfather raised a palm 

towards Wongwong’s cheek and said, “Pick 

that up!” Wongwong rolled his eyes, motionless 

as a stuffed bird. His grandfather raised his palm 

higher, saying, “Are you going to pick it up or 

not?” Still higher: “Huh?” The higher he raised 

it, the farther his hand was from Wongwong. 

He finally put his hand down, saying, “Little 

tyrant, pick it up, will you?”

In the end he picked up the bowl and 

spoon himself. “How could you throw 

these?” he asked. “This bowl and spoon have 

fed you since you were a baby, these are your 

mother’s milk. How could you throw them? 

How could you? It’s only seven months till 

the Spring Festival, you see if I don’t tell 

your parents!” 

After dinner, his grandfather went as he 

did every day to wash the dishes on the little 

stone pier by the South Gate. Grandpa Liu 

from next door was there washing clothes. 

Grandpa Liu grinned as soon as he saw 

him — a sly grin. “Old Wang,” he said, “your 

Wongwong’s been making sweet to Mrs Hui, 

you’ve taught him well, eh?” Wongwong’s 

grandfather didn’t understand, but Grandpa 

Liu’s wrinkles gave him the sense that 

something untoward had happened. Grandpa 

Liu squinted at him, then said quietly, “This 

afternoon your grandson bit Mrs Hui’s 

breast. He even drew blood!” 

It  was out of hand. Was this not 

completely out of hand? He turned straight 

around, took up a broom by its head, grabbed 

hold of Wongwong, and gave him three or 

four whacks on the rear. The little rascal 

didn’t cry, but his eyes welled up with tears. 

One teardrop fell, then another welled up, 

and that fell too. He wept soundlessly, his 

pain and misery almost excessive. It was 

a pitiable sort of weeping, that made it 

hard to go on beating him. His grandfather 

tossed away the broom and said severely, 

“Who taught you this? Which beast was it?” 

Wongwong was silent. He bent his head, 

and the fat teardrops continued to fall. His 

grandfather heaved a deep sigh, and said, “At 

least it’s only seven months till the Spring 

Festival.” 

Wongwong’s  mother  and  fa ther 

came home to Brokenbridge Village only 

once a year, and then only for six days: 

from the 30th to the fifth of the lunar New 

Year. Wongwong’s mother always had 
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much emotion readied in advance, and the 

moment she saw him it was all hugs and 

kisses. Wongwong was a little standoffish, 

and couldn’t perform quite as expected. He 

looked put-upon as he was pushed and pulled 

this way and that, pressed in his mother’s 

arms. It was a little painful. It was a little 

awkward. It seemed necessary to resist, to 

struggle. Then his mother and father would 

bring out all kinds of snacks and toys, all the 

latest things from the television commercials 

in a big alluring pile. Then Wongwong was 

happy, and he ate until he had a stomachache. 

By the third or the fourth day of the New 

Year he would be used to his parents again, 

and begin to like them. He liked their voices, 

and their smells. Once he liked them, he 

wanted to throw himself on them, but every 

time he did they suddenly disappeared. 

Every time he threw himself on empty air; he 

came up empty-handed. Wongwong had not 

yet learned to articulate the unpleasantness 

of this feeling. So he said nothing. They 

would be leaving early on the morning of 

the fifth. He always slept late on the night 

of the fourth, and woke late the next day. 

Father’s tugboat was moored on the broad 

water at the east end of the village, where 

they had let down a small sampan and rowed 

up the canal until they stopped under their 

own eaves. They left the same way: untying 

the line from the window-lattice and rowing 

to the east end of the canal. Then it was 

two fat blasts from the horn of the tugboat, 

and they moved off. The sun rose after they 

were gone. By the time Wongwong was up, 

there was nothing in the sky but the sun, and 

nothing on earth but water. Wongwong’s 

eyes held nothing but that winter sun, that 

winter water. As the sun rose above the water 

it seemed to tug upwards, to yank itself free, 

accompanied by pain and bleeding. Then the 

sun lofted high, while the far-reaching waters 

became a road of silver and gold. 

Following Wongwong’s sneak attack, 

Mrs Hui became more circumspect in her 

breastfeeding. She would go behind her shop-

counter, and undo only the second button 

of her shirt. But for the next two days she 

saw no sign of Wongwong. When he’d been 

there day after day she hardly noticed him, 

but now his absence was noticeable. When 

she came across his grandfather around 

noon, she casually asked, “Grandpa Wang, 

where’s Wongwong been?” Wongwong’s 

grandfather had been dreading meeting her. 

It was like Grandpa Liu had said: what if 

Mrs Hui thought he had taught Wongwong 

all that? How could he escape with his 

dignity? Now she’d caught him, but his old 

eyes wouldn’t look at her. He answered, 

“He’s in the hospital, on an IV drip.” She 

asked, “How can that be, he was fine a day 

ago!” He said, “He’s running a fever that 

won’t go down.” Mrs Hui said, “You must 

have terrified the boy.” He answered, guiltily, 

“Spare the rod and spoil the child.” Mrs Hui 

shifted her son to her other arm, and said a 

little reproachfully, “What are you saying, 

Grandpa Wang? You can’t really blame a 
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seven-year-old boy?” Grandpa Wang said, 

“Spare the rod and spoil the child.” Mrs Hui 

said, “He didn’t hurt me, just broke the 

skin a little. It’s fine now.” When he heard 

that, Wongwong’s grandfather lowered 

his head and said, red-faced, “I’ve never 

said anything to him about… that. I never 

have. He must have learned it from the 

television.” Mrs Hui was displeased, even 

hurt, and her tone grew severe. “Grandpa 

Wang, what are you going on about?” 

When Wongwong got out of the hospital 

he was a whole size smaller, his eyes sunken 

and enlarged. He was less rambunctious, 

too—he’d almost seemed demure now. 

Mrs Hui said, “Wongwong, being sick has 

made you handsome!” He never sat out on 

the stone threshold now—Mrs Hui guessed 

his grandfather had set some new rules for 

him—but she knew he still watched her 

nursing through the crack in the door. His 

black eyes were always glinting sorrowfully 

from behind some knot-hole or crack in the 

boards. His grandfather wouldn’t let him 

have any contact with Mrs Hui, and she felt 

a nameless regret. Wongwong had become 

even more furtive, even more a silent, flitting 

ghost. She came over once, her child in her 

arms, to give Wongwong some fruit candy, 

and she affected to speak in her son’s voice: 

“Where’s my brother Wongwong? I want 

to give him some sweeties.” The moment 

Wongwong saw her, he hid under the stairs. 

Wongwong’s grandfather stopped her at the 

door, saying, “There are rules, you know!” 

She stood outside, a little nonplussed, and 

forgot to talk in her son’s voice: “It’s just a 

bit of candy.” Grandpa Wang looked at her 

fiercely. “There are rules, you know.” As she 

left, Mrs Hui looked back to see Wongwong 

wearing an expression that would have 

broken any mother’s heart. “Wongwong, 

come here,” she called to him. Grandpa Wang 

said, “Wongwong!” She said, “What exactly 

is the problem, Grandpa Wang?” The fact of 

Wongwong’s spying was an unspoken secret 

shared only by Wongwong and Mrs Hui. 

Left to continue, it was sure to drive either 

Wongwong or Mrs Hui mad. That secret 

hovered soundlessly in the narrow stone 

alley on many sunlit afternoons. Slender 

strips of sunlight lay along the gray stone of 

the alley, leaving a chill on one side, and a 

chill on the other as well. The sunlight was 

almost cruel in the way it cleft Brokenbridge 

Village in two: one side against the hills, the 

other against the water. Sorrow on one side, 

and on the other sorrow as well. 

Grandpa Wang tended to snore during 

his noon naps. The moment the snores began, 

Wongwong would come down the stairs. 

On this particular day, as he pressed against 

the boards and looked across the alley, Mrs 

Hui caught him. She caught him by the 

wrist, and Wongwong was so frightened his 

face lost all color. She said quietly, “Don’t 

be afraid, come with me.” He was dragged 

along to the yard behind her store. Beyond 

the yard was the hills, on the slopes of which 

the golden sunlight was shining, so that the 
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slopes gleamed with a lush and glistening 

green, reflecting the sun. Wongwong was 

panting, a little afraid in the midst of the 

milky scent. Mrs Hui squatted down and 

raised her shirt, presenting her enormous 

round breast directly to Wongwong. His 

heart nearly broke at the scent—it was 

the mother of all scents, the apotheosis of 

fragrance. Mrs Hui stroked his head and said 

gently, “Go on, drink…” He didn’t dare to 

move. The distance between him and that 

enchanting motherhood grew nearer, until 

it was right beneath his nose, right within 

reach. Wongwong raised his head, his eyes 

filled with tears, shame and terror on his 

face. Mrs Hui said, “It’s me, you’re drinking 

me, go ahead. Don’t bite, just hold it in your 

mouth and suck gently.” Wongwong’s head 

leaned forward and his hands slowly raised, 

reaching up to cup Mrs Hui’s right breast. 

But they stopped in midair, and Wongwong 

said, in tones of deep bitterness, “I won’t.” 

Mrs Hui said, “Silly boy, your little 

brother can’t finish it all.” 

Tears ran from Wongwong’s eyes, and 

reflected the sunlight in six-sided dazzles. 

There was something heart-breaking about 

him. He stared at Mrs Hui’s breast and 

said, choking, “I won’t. You’re not my 

mother!” With that thoughtless phrase 

Wongwong turned and fled. Mrs Hui pulled 

down her shirt and followed him, shouting: 

“Wongwong! Wongwong…” He ran home, 

and locked the front door. The whole process 

made a huge commotion in the noon-time 

stillness of the alley. Mrs Hui also seemed on 

the verge of sobs as she pounded on the door 

and shouted “Wongwong!” 

No response came from within the 

house. A few moments later, the sound of 

Grandpa Wang’s snoring stopped. A while 

longer, and there was the sound of someone 

hurriedly descending the stairs. Then a new 

sound: the dull smack of a ruler on bare 

flesh. Mrs Hui stood where she was, calling 

desperately, “Grandpa Wang! Grandpa 

Wang!” 

The neighbors emerged once again. 

When they saw her pounding on the door, 

they knew Wongwong had been up to 

something again. Someone said, heavily, 

“That little rascal, he’ll come to no good.” 

Mrs Hui turned her head, her face 

glistening with tears, like some mother beast. 

She was a little frightening. She roared, with 

a weird ferocity, “Get away from here! What 

do you know? Get away!” 

Translated by Eric Abrahamsen 


