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 “Come!  Buy!”  The shouting filled the thin 
road, echoing off the red brick buildings as women 
stood on balconies above, hammering the dirt from 
their patterned rugs.  The locals moved swiftly 
through the marketplace, slipping between carts 
and stalls, avoiding the baying mules and rogue 
felines batting around dead mice.  Mei Ling, on the 
other hand, moved as if against a tide, forcing 
through the crowd, attempting to mix thick oil with 
water. Her long dark hair clung to the sides of her 
face, sweat dripping down the bridge of her nose 
while the merciless sun mars her white, porcelain 
skin.   
 “Come!  Buy!” A man to her left selling 
keenu, or tangerines, out of several large woven 
baskets grabbed Mei Ling by the arm and pulled 
her close to his fruits.  “Come! Buy!”  Flecks of spit 
flew onto Mei Ling’s face as he called out so close 
to her.  Mei Ling pulled back instantly; her Dadi 
had warned her about crooked men at the market, 
attempting to kidnap rich Western women like she. 
  
 Mei Ling shook her head vigorously, 
indicating that she was not interested in his goods, 
but the man was persistent, slowly becoming 
aggressive, his clutch on her growing stronger, 
digging his soiled nails into her pasty flesh. 
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 “Come.  Buy.”  With his other hand, the man 
picked up a three keenu and placed them in the 
canvas bag Mei Ling carried in the crook of her 
elbow.   
 “Okay, okay.”  Mei Ling nodded, reaching 
into the pouch in her bag to hand him two bills. 
 “Much thanks.”  The man grinned 
disturbingly, snatching the pieces of paper from 
her fingers and disappearing back into the crowd. 
 Mei Ling hustled away from the produce 
section of the market, her feet shuffling down the 
dirt road, kicking up miniature clouds of dust. 
 Eventually she reached the row of dairy venders. 
 Cows, mules, and goats, gaayoon, khaccaroon, 
bakariyoon, lined the streets as sellers held jars of 
milk and brown parchments of cheese over their 
heads. Mei Ling stood out of the crowd like a 
carnation in rows of dandelions and this attention 
caused her to feel uneasy, worried someone would 
pluck her crimson flower. Walking down the rows 
of rickety wooden carts, Mei Ling passed a woman 
dressed entirely in black, showing nothing but two 
vibrantly azure eyes.  Thick venom of hatred oozed 
out of this woman.  Mei Ling kept her stare down 
and continued to move forward, avoiding her icy 
glare. 
 Back home, Mei Ling had never 
experienced such prejudice towards her.  Besides 
harmless jokes about her being a bad driver and 
not being able to fully see out of her almond 
shaped eyes, she had never had someone dislike 
her just for who she was, or who her family was.   
 Many years ago, before Mei Ling was born, 
her parents had left China, moving to Sacramento 
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to start a new life. Mei Ling was then born in the 
great lands of America.  Her family though never 
lost their heritage, and Mei Ling was brought up in 
many traditional Chinese customs. Although being 
foreign to the United States, all their neighbors, 
colleagues, and friends graciously accepted the 
Pang family.   
 “America,” Her father used to say, “Is the 
home of tolerance.  It will be my home forever.” 
 Mei Ling’s father loved his new country 
more than anything in this world, besides his four 
children and wife. When the family first moved to 
the country, Mei Ling’s two older sisters, Xiang and 
Nuo, were just four and two and their mother at 
the time was three months pregnant with Mei Ling 
and her twin brother Huang.  Their father’s first job 
in the West was as a janitor at a local elementary 
school, but after two years, he obtained a job 
teaching mathematics at the school.  By the time 
Mei Ling turned 18 and moved out of the home to 
attend Northwestern University, he was working 
as the school principal and their mother a 
hairdresser in the salon she owned beneath the 
family’s apartment. 
 Mei Ling jumped to the side as a mule-
drawn cart zipped by her, nearly knocking her over 
into the mud.  She regained her balance and 
continued to move down the market. 
 Although her father did face some 
difficulties as a Chinese immigrant, he picked up 
English quickly and soon adapted many of their 
family traditions to match the American way.  Her 
family’s favorite holiday was the Fourth of July, the 
day to honor freedom.  Once a year, to celebrate 
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this holiday, every member of the Pang family 
would visit from across the country and world for a 
large barbecue on the roof of the family’s building. 
 For Mei Ling, the best part about this holiday was 
seeing her Dadi and Dada.   
 Her Dada was a proudly tall man, spanning 
over seven feet tall, abnormally large for a Chinese 
man. He had long grey hair reaching past his 
shoulders, warm brown eyes that each had a speck 
of amber in them, and hands of a farmer, which 
was odd since he worked as an executive for the 
greater part of his life.  He was her mother’s father 
and Mei Ling’s favorite person, until she met her 
new Dadi.   
 When Mei Ling’s mother was eight years 
old, her biological mother, Mei Ling’s 
grandmother, passed away. Dada refused to 
remarry for many years until, when Mei Ling was 
eleven years old, he met Bela.  She was a much 
younger woman, only ten years older than Mei 
Ling’s mother, but, as Dada put it, she was a 
“woman with wisdom greater than Saraswati.” The 
two met when Dada was on a business trip to the 
South of India.  She was his waitress at a business 
meeting and the two both describe the event as love 
at first sight.  The wedding was held one year later 
and Dada moved to India with his young wife, 
adopting the Hindi name for grandfather, and 
converting to Hindu, all for the love of a girl.  
 Mei Ling met her new grandmother on the 
Fourth of July before she entered the seventh grade, 
and like her grandfather, fell instantly for her.  She 
had long black hair, like Mei Ling, that was thick 
and always pulled back into a braid just touching 
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the square of her back.  On that day, Dadi pulled 
Mei Ling aside from the family and handed her a 
small, velvet box. 
 “Open.”  Dadi smiled, showing her crooked 
musky teeth. Mei Ling lifted the lid and inside was 
a silver lotus brooch with one large green stone in 
the center of the flower.  Mei Ling looked up in 
amazement. 
 “Padma,” Dadi whispered the name for the 
sacred Hindu lotus flower.  She lifted the brooch 
from the box and pinned it to Mei Ling’s red cotton 
dress.  “The lotus represents beauty and purity, just 
like you.  Wear it to protect your pride.” 
 Many years later, Mei Ling learned that 
Dadi’s story was a lie.  The pin was actually a 
cheap piece of jewelry she had won at an 
amusement park a few days prior to the fourth, but 
walking down the lane of the marketplace, Mei 
Ling held tight to the pin still clinging to her chest. 
    
 A hue of vibrant orange danced across the 
sky, lighting the entire market with an explosion of 
brightness and beauty.  Mei Ling made her way 
down the aisle to the seller of panira, or cheese, 
specifically goat cheese, a favorite of Nuo.   
 “How much?”  Mei Ling asked the vendor, 
a woman whose face had sunken in around her 
eyes.  Her head was covered by an emerald shawl 
with silver trimming and wrapped around her neck 
was a necklace made of glass colored beads.  The 
woman looked innocently at Mei Ling, smiling 
with just two teeth to the left side of her mouth.   
 Mei Ling reached into her bag and pulled 
out three slips of paper.  “Panira?”  She pointed to a 
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parchment of cheese in a woven basket next to the 
woman and handed her the three bills.  The woman 
nodded excitedly.  She reached for the cheese, as 
well as a second wrapped item. 
 “Oh no just one.”  Mei Ling pushed the 
second item away as the woman handed the two to 
her.  “Just one.” But the woman only continued to 
nod and force the two onto her.  
 "Okay, okay, bahut!”  Mei Ling nodded, 
thanking the woman. 
 Now with two parchments of cheese and 
three tangerines, Mei Ling noticed the day was 
moving much more swiftly than she had 
anticipated.  It was nearly half past noon and she 
had promised Dadi and Nuo she would be back 
before one to help prepare lunch.  Dadi and Nuo 
were currently preparing the thali for the rest of the 
family back at Dadi’s apartment, but the task of 
collecting the ingredients for dessert was given to 
Mei Ling, and she had yet to obtain these items.   
 For the dessert they planned to make a 
simple dish of nariyal ki barfi, a light coconut cake. 
 Mei Ling would need to collect the khoa and 
grated coconut.  Many vendors sold khoa, 
thickened milk, but the grated coconut would be 
more difficult to come across, as the only coconut 
sold in the marketplace was the whole nut.   
 After aimlessly meandering the market for a 
few more minutes, she reached a cart of dairy 
products that carried the khoa.  Once she 
purchased the item, Mei Ling looked to the man 
selling it and asked him in English if he knew 
where she could buy grated coconut. The man 
tilted his head to his right, pursed his lips, and 



7 

 

murmured, “Alavida.”  Good bye.  Mei Ling grinned 
disappointed that she was unable to find someone 
who spoke English, and walked off.  She had 
forgotten how few people spoke English in this 
part of town and Mei Ling was far from proficient 
in Hindi. 
 “Excuse me.”  Suddenly, Mei Ling was 
grabbed by the arm and pulled away from the stall. 
  
 “Do you speak English?” A Caucasian man 
with dark brown hair stood in front of her, his 
hand still enclosed around her upper arm. Eyes 
wide in shock, Mei Ling’s entire frame shook at the 
sight of this man.  His hair was greased down over 
his scalp, with one lone strand sticking straight up 
to the sky. Three dark moles speckled his lower left 
cheek, forming a triangle just one the edge of his 
chin bone. Eyes with a deep intensity stared back at 
her, digging inside her and stealing her security.   
 “Do you speak English?”  The man 
repeated, this time a little softer, releasing his hold 
on Mei Ling. 
 “Y-yes.” 
 “Excellent.”  The man released her, stepping 
back and placing his right hand on his hip, 
popping it out.  “You see I am in quite a 
predicament.  I have three baskets of fruits I need 
to carry home, but I have only two arms to carry 
them.”  His mouth filled with saliva as he spoke, a 
cluster of white bubbles forming in the corner of 
his mouth.   
 Although physically free of this stranger’s 
clutch, Mei Ling felt paralyzed, unable to move, 
frozen by his sharp gaze. 
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 “Would you mind helping me carry my 
baskets?”  He blinked slowly, the sides of his 
mouth curling upwards into an eerie grin. 
 “I-I…” Mei Ling was terrified of this 
stranger, something about him screamed danger. 
 She took a step back, but he took two steps 
towards her. 
 
 “Oh don’t be scared!  I would have my 
daughter help me but she was feeling a bit faint 
from the sun and went back home early to rest. 
 Please,” He reached one hand out to her, 
beckoning her to follow him.  “The baskets are just 
right there.”  He pointed behind Mei Ling.  She 
turned, looking down the dark alley leading away 
from the market.  The alley opened into a pit of 
black, the gates of hell awaiting her. Every bone of 
her body urged Mei Ling to turn and run. She 
wanted to so badly, but she couldn’t bring herself 
to move. A terror shivered over her body as if she 
were being buried alive, helpless.   
 “It’s only two blocks away.”  He reached 
out again to her and his eyes began to trace her 
body, starting at her dusty blue keds and then 
pausing on her chest.  Mei Ling pulled her blouse 
closer to her body.   
 “I...I should get home.” 
 "Please,” he stepped even closer, more than 
within reach of Mei Ling.  “I don’t want any 
trouble…”  His voice trailing off, the man placed 
his hand in the pocket of his shirt that covered his 
bare chest and lightly pulled away. The shining 
silver of the knife struck Mei Ling like lightning. 
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 “Please, come.”  His hand was once again 
wrapped around Mei Ling’s arm, but this time 
tighter, with more intention.  The other hand 
reached to her chest and playfully pulled at the 
lotus pinned to her shirt. 
 He led her toward the alley, down between 
the stone walls that dripped mysterious green goo. 
 The bustle of the market dissipated the further 
they walked.  With each step, Mei Ling’s heart beat 
faster, sweat accumulating along the top of her 
brow. 
 “Pl-please.”  She begged.  “Please my 
family is waiting for me.”   
 The man kept his body facing away from 
her as he pulled her faster through the darkness.  
The sun that had once shined so bright seemed to 
abandon Mei Ling in her time of need, leaving her 
alone in this black hole. 
 “Please!”  Finally her body began to fight 
back, she pulled away from his grasp, but this only 
caused the man to turn and grab her other wrist 
with the same hand. 
 “Hush now.” 
 “No!”  She let out a cry, screaming bloody 
murder.  
 “Hush!”  Taking both of her fragile wrists in 
one hand, the man shoved a silk cloth into her 
mouth.  “Hush.”  They had reached the end of the 
alley, faced with a third stone wall.  The man 
pulled a string of twine from his pocket and 
twisted it around her wrists, tying it tight. Tears 
streaked down Mei Ling’s cheeks. She whimpered 
and attempted a muffled please. He pushed her 
towards the back wall, standing in the opening of 
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alley.  The only thing between Mei Ling and her 
freedom was his knife that he held firm in his left 
hand. 
 He spun the knife and slowly edged 
towards her. Instinctively, she began kicking the 
air, making the man crack a hideous laugh.  He 
lunged towards her with the blade aiming for her 
abdomen, but she twisted to the side, the knife 
slicing the side of her arm. Adrenaline pumped 
through her body, warm and thick, giving her 
strength, but not enough to fight against a man of 
this size. 
 The man advanced towards her again, this 
time with the knife at his side.  Mei Ling attempted 
to run, but without her arms to balance her, she 
toppled over, smacking her face into the wet mud. 
 With her arms crushed beneath her, she was 
helpless.  He stood behind her, placing his foot on 
her lower back like he had caught a prize. 
 Lowering himself to her level, he spun her around 
to face him and knelt over her quivering body.   
 “Such a pretty face…”  He stroked the side 
of her cheek with the edge of his finger, tracing 
down her chin along the bulging veins on her neck. 
With a quick slip of the knife under the twine, the 
rope containing Mei Ling’s hands was torn.  Arms 
free, she tried to push him off her, pressing hard 
against his chest. Her attempts were futile. He held 
his knife high above her, ready to strike, then 
paused.  Mei Ling watched him contemplate 
something, watched his eyes dart over her body, 
over her chest, and then back to her face.  He 
reached down to her breast, and Mei Ling turned 
away.  
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 “Here we go.”  The man pulled at the 
brooch, unlatching the pin, and placed it besides 
Mei Ling.  “Don’t want to damage the goods.” 
 The knife slid into Mei Ling’s stomach like 
butter.  She screamed in pain, but the man quickly 
muffled her cries with his own sinister laugh.  The 
pain was unbearable, a thousand bees stinging her 
all along her side.  She sobbed, continued to beg 
him to please let go, but the man plunged the knife 
back into her, this time twisting the blade inside 
her, tearing at her internal organs.  Mei Ling felt the 
life seep out of her each time he dug the knife into 
her flesh, and with each stab, something deep, 
something hot and evil stirred inside her. 
 Her arms lay besides her body, dead, 
useless to the cause. Her fingers tapped along the 
ground, twitching with each blow.  Then, the tip of 
her nail struck something solid.  It was the pin, 
lying in a puddle of water mixed with her blood. 
 The man, sitting on top of her, pulling her pants 
down, and unlatching his belt, was too busy to 
notice Mei Ling grasp the pin.  Too busy to notice 
as her eyes turned black coal and her breath 
quickened with a strong hatred.  Her move was 
swift; it took everything she had left to take the 
large needle in her hand and puncture the man’s 
throat.  Ruby blood poured out him like a faucet, 
dripping over Mei Ling’s body.   
 Her eyes wandered upwards. The man, 
gagging and coughing, collapsed on top of her, 
crushing her.  But the pain had faded into 
numbness.  Above her a flock of birds floated 
through the blue sky, peacefully darting between 
one another. Mei Ling took in a deep, gargled 
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breath and let her eyes shut. The call of the birds 
echoed in her ears as she lay still in a pool of blood. 

 

* * * * * 
 Nuo sat impatiently at the kitchen table, 
fiddling with the gold bangles that hung from her 
wrist.  To her right, Dadi was crushing spices to 
mix into their curry.  To her left, Huang slept with 
his head on the table, drool dripping down the side 
of his cheek. 
 “I told Mei Ling to be home before one so 
we could make dessert.”  Nuo huffed to Dadi, who 
nodded and smiled, pouring some cream into the 
mixture. 
 “I am sure she will be home soon.”  Dadi 
responded quietly. Nuo scoffed and recalled that 
her little sister was always late, always getting in 
trouble and messing up her responsibilities. She 
stood up and paced in front of the table three times 
before walking over to the balcony.  She stood on 
the small patio, letting the cool breeze flow through 
her short jet black hair.  
 “Where is she!”  
 “I’m sure she will be home soon.”  Dadi 
repeated. 
 Nuo huffed.  She reached to her hair and 
pulled her fingers through the strands, attempting 
to calm herself. The anger flowed through her like 
a river of burning flames, but deep inside her, she 
felt the anger wasn’t truly there. Instead it was fear. 
Fear that something had happened to her baby 
sister.   
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 It’s okay.  She’s okay. Nuo reminded herself, 
but an unsettling feeling continued to grow inside 
her, rotting away her trust in this city. 
 Across from the balcony, stood a second 
brick building. Between the two a line of clothing 
hung with a row of blue tailed bee-eaters clinging 
to the string.  Their little iridescent green bodies 
swayed in the wind.  Nuo watched the queue of 
birds sit peacefully, attempting to absorb their 
tranquility into herself, but suddenly, the birds 
pushed off the line, dashing into the open sky, 
flying away towards the overcastting sun.        
 “What was that?”  Nuo watched the birds 
soar up into the heavens and then disappear into 
the light. 
 “What was what?”  Their mother walked in 
from the bedroom and sat on the couch. “Nuo shut 
the doors, it is going to rain. 
   Nuo closed the double glass doors and 
walked back over to the table.  “Something 
spooked those birds.”   
        “It was nothing, probably just a gust of wind.” 
 Huang lifted his head off the table, turning to his 
sister.  “When will lunch be ready?” 
 Nuo shoved his head back down and rolled 
her eyes. Reaching over to grab the bowl of yellow 
curry, she stuck her finger in and took a lick. It was 
too mild, so she reached for the bowl of spices and 
poured the entire combination into the curry.  She 
took a second taste and grinned, pleased. 
 “Perfect.”   

 
 


