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day-off

 
To escape the so-called “family of origin” she had never truly liked, Ai began spending her 
days off at a remote rural farm. She was twenty-three that year, still studying art curation at 
university, and the farm became her refuge. She worked there as an “apprentice farmer.” The 
pay was little more than pocket money, barely enough to cover her travel costs, but the room 
and board mattered far more. For two or three days each week, she could step away from the 
“home” that had long made her uneasy. 
 

……

 
In Hong Kong, where land and labour are prohibitively expensive, farms can survive only on 
a modest scale. Harvests are small, transport and distribution are difficult, and city residents 
favour imported produce. Even so, Ai felt that the farm she worked at was doing reasonably 
well. Its distance from the city, reachable only by car and ferry, gave it little appeal for 
developers and spared it from the threat of repossession. Spanning more than forty thousand 
square feet, the farm was tended by two seasoned old farmers, several strong and capable 
full-time and part-time workers, and two or three apprentices like Ai. 
 

WhatsApp
 

The term apprentice farmer simply meant a “trainee in farm work,” and in practice the role 
was that of an assistant to the farmers, taking on small and miscellaneous chores. As the 

 
1 Translator’s note: The nickname  literally means “cow younger-sister.” It combines  (ngau, 
“cow/ox”) with the feminine suffix  (mui, “younger sister”), a common Cantonese way of forming 
affectionate or familiar nicknames for younger females. In this translation, it appears as “Cow Mui,” a hybrid of 
English (“Cow”) and Cantonese (“Mui”), with “Mui” as the romanised form of . The Cantonese 
pronunciation ngau and the English “cow” share a certain kinship of sound. As for the second character, using 
“Mui” preserves the gentle nuance that  naturally carries. A literal English rendering such as “cow girl” would 
not work: in contemporary English it evokes unrelated cultural images and would distort the intimate, locally 
grounded sense of the original. Since  is also the title of the story and carries a strong Hong Kong 
linguistic character, the blended form “Cow Mui” is used throughout. 
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position was essentially voluntary and the farm so remote that a return journey could easily 
take three or four hours, few people were willing to make the long trek into the hills and 
countryside. Yet agriculture itself is a labour-intensive trade, and the farm was always in 
great need of apprentice farmers. One only had to leave a brief message on WhatsApp, 
stating which days one would be free the following week, and one could go to the farm at any 
time to work in exchange for room and board. 
 

 
The work was nothing out of the ordinary: picking the coffee cherries once they had ripened 
to a bright red, carrying the hose about to water everything in sight, pulling up weeds, or 
turning the piles of compost. For Ai, who was so accustomed to tasks that demanded thought, 
the mainly physical nature of farm work could at times feel pleasantly simple and light. 
 

curator
curare

 
At the time, Ai was in her fourth year at university and intended to go into art curation, a 
relatively new profession. Put simply, it required her to devise themes for different kinds of 
exhibitions and to express those ideas through the selection of works on display. The English 
word curator stems from the Latin curare, meaning “to care for.” When the first museum 
opened in the eighteenth century, it became the formal title for those responsible for “caring 
for” its collection of artworks. 
 

……  
Three centuries ago, a curator’s charge was simply to care for the objects in their keeping. 
Today, the work has grown intricate and wide-ranging, more like a long tug of war between 
one’s ideals and the hard edge of reality. As students, they brimmed with romantic visions, 
picturing themselves employed by grand institutions such as museums, arts centres, 
international galleries or auction houses, dressed with effortless style and confidence as they 
drifted through polished exhibition halls. Only after graduation, once they entered the 
working world, did they learn how quickly one could be overwhelmed by the sheer weight of 
administration. They sought sponsorships, gathered funds, liaised with exhibitors, and 
handled an endless tide of smaller tasks: sound and lighting, equipment hire, insurance 
applications, media releases, and the design of publicity materials. If a client had no budget, 
the curator was often left to do the work alone, guided only by their own hands. 
 

 
Ai had deep, contemplative eyes and long hair that fell like a black waterfall, though for the 
sake of neatness she usually wore it coiled into a bun. She too had once imagined becoming a 
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painter or a designer, yet she soon understood that she was no prodigy blessed with 
extraordinary artistic gifts, and that a steady full-time post offered a sense of security she 
could not ignore. 
 

 
She sought harmony in arrangement and order, had a deft command of space, and attended 
closely to every detail. These qualities helped her blend different works of art and create an 
atmosphere for her exhibitions that was distinctive and deeply absorbing. 
 

 
Sunlight settled on the high towers of Central and Sheung Wan, their glass curtain walls 
throwing back a dazzling cold blue and white light that reflected onto the streets below, 
where cars streamed past in an unbroken tide. In the windows of luxury boutiques, elegant 
goods were arranged with deliberate care, and people in all manner of fashionable attire 
swept through streets and narrow lanes, hurrying between the claims of work and the claims 
of life. 
 

 
The crowded city was a stage alive with energy and opportunity, a place where people threw 
themselves into the making and the pursuit of their own dreams. 
 

* 
 
2 
 

 
If. 
 

 
Life is an exhibition, curated by oneself, and perhaps each of us carries some part of our 
history that we neither wish nor find it easy to speak of. 
 

 
To Ai, her “family of origin” was without doubt a chapter best kept out of sight, a dark 
history in disarray and beyond repair. When she was in Primary Five, ten years old, her 
parents divorced. Her father moved out, and she stayed with her mother. She could just about 
recall how, at the beginning, her father would sometimes take her out to play, cycling or 
fishing or whatever else came to mind. Later she heard he had found a new girlfriend, and his 
visits to mother and daughter grew fewer. He continued to provide alimony, though seldom 
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on time and never in generous amounts, and her mother, determined to keep the household 
afloat, had to bury herself in work to earn what she could. 
 

 
Because of all this, Ai learnt to stand on her own from an early age. She went to and from 
school by herself, returned home and microwaved an Eat East rice bowl;2 then, once she had 
eaten, she set about her homework. Her mother was always working, and there was no spare 
money for tutoring, so she faced every test and examination on her own. The school held 
weekly dictation in Chinese and English, and as a child Ai learnt to record the passages on a 
voice recorder, play them back, and read along on her own to practise the week’s passage. 
She was a solitary child, with few opinions of her own and little inclination to express her 
thoughts. She especially disliked mentioning family matters, believing there was nothing to 
be proud of and fearing that her classmates might look down on her, whisper about her, or 
even bully her. 
 

 
Ai’s relationship with her mother was neither good nor bad, simply distant, each of them 
absorbed in her own concerns. Even when Ai had her first period at twelve, she did not tell 
her mother. She merely folded some tissue and placed it in her underwear, then went to 
Watsons to learn how to buy sanitary pads on her own. 
 

 
Ai had never blamed her mother. Her mother worked and kept the household running, and 
she was worn to the bone. Yet a girl always has her own small troubles, and at times Ai 
wished she could be like her classmates and tell her mother the trifles of school life, talk over 
all the petty rights and wrongs. But to “speak from the heart” to her mother felt 
uncomfortable, almost unnatural. Besides, Ai had long since learnt to be self-reliant, to keep 
her feelings hidden. And when she thought about it again, the squabbles and trivialities of 
school hardly seemed worth mentioning at all. They felt far too “primary-school chicken.”3 
 

 
2 Translator’s note: “Eat East” is a Hong Kong-based brand of inexpensive microwave-ready frozen or chilled 
meals, widely available in convenience stores, supermarkets and online platforms. 
3 Translator’s note: The English phrase reflects the Cantonese slang , siu2 hok6 gai1, which 
literally means “primary-school chicken” and is used in Hong Kong as a mildly derogatory term for something 
immature, trivial, or childish. 
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second chance  
Another three or four years passed, and Ai began to notice that on some holidays her mother 
would go out brightly dressed, heavily made-up. Ai supposed she too wished, like her father, 
to find a new companion. She understood well enough: when it comes to loss and regret, 
many people hope for another chance, a chance to knock everything down and begin again, to 
turn the board over and reset the game. Perhaps it was much the same when once faced the 
wreckage of a marriage, with remarriage becoming a kind of second chance in one’s life. 
 

uncle
 

In time her mother really did find an uncle to begin a new romance with, and once even 
brought him home for dinner with great ceremony.4 Ai, however, felt utterly ill at ease at the 
table, her skin prickling as though every hair were standing on end. After a few hurried 
mouthfuls of rice, she felt she had to retreat to her room to rest. 
 

——  
Her father had remarried, and her mother now had a new companion as well. Ai could not 
help harbouring a thought like this: she would rather have remained one of those unfertilised 
eggs in the ovary, for it would have been better if she had never been born. 
 

* 
 
3 
 

 
In that remote countryside, beyond the stretches of green fields and the tall trees of the feng 
shui woods, there were cows as well. When she bent down to pull weeds, a whole group of 
them would often pass right by her. The herd was neither large nor small, usually about ten in 
number, some yellow, some black, some bulls, some cows, some old and some young. They 
would line up neatly along the narrow village path and walk forward in single file. She found 
it utterly delightful, a sight she could never have encountered in the city. 
 

 

 
4 Translator’s note: The word uncle is retained from the original. While some Hong Kong speakers do use uncle 
for an actual maternal or paternal uncle, the term is also used loosely in everyday English to refer to a man 
whose relationship to someone is undefined or not formally acknowledged. In this context it carries no sense of 
kinship; it is simply a convenient and slightly vague label. 
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Cows have steady temperaments and are usually quiet. Even when there is the occasional 
quarrel among them, it is only a silent shoving match, nothing like humans who raise their 
voices over the smallest things. But at dusk the leading bull would suddenly let out several 
great, low, lingering calls that echoed across the village and the fields, summoning the cattle 
from every direction, and together they would set off for some safe and secret place to spend 
the night. 
 

 
It is said that Hong Kong has no indigenous cattle breed, most having been brought in from 
Guangdong and Taiwan. In earlier years, when local farmers still grew rice, yellow cattle and 
water buffalo were widely used as working oxen. As Hong Kong’s economy developed 
rapidly over the past few decades, agriculture began to fade, and from the 1970s onwards 
farmers no longer planted rice. The working oxen, suddenly “out of work”, were abandoned. 
The yellow cattle that now roam the countryside are the descendants of that “army of the out-
of-work”, making their homes wherever they please and living a wanderer’s life in the hills. 
 

* 
 
4 
 

 
Ai lifted her head and discovered she was enclosed in a world apart, cut off from everything 
else. 
 

……  
A gentle breeze drifted by. Birds nestled in the dense woodland, and the falling plumes of 
reed blossoms lay upon the pool, where tiny fish and shrimp swam gleefully among the 
ripples. Places far from the clamour, where the land was cheap, had always been the best 
places for wild creatures to make their home. 
 

 
It was a fine autumn afternoon of clear skies and mild winds. Rows of neat young coffee trees 
stood beneath the native giants, their paired leaves swaying softly in the breeze. Sunlight 
poured through the blue of the sky and fell across the earth, tracing a beautiful tapestry of 
interlacing shadows. 
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Ai, dressed in her plain work clothes, was crouching on the ground pulling weeds. Wearing 
gloves, she carefully cleared a neat circle of soil around each young coffee tree, then scooped 
a full spoon of organic pellets from the fertiliser bag and scattered them evenly over the earth. 
By the time she had finished weeding and applying fertiliser she was already drenched in 
sweat. She meant to take a sip of water to soothe her dry throat, only to find her bottle 
completely empty. She stood up, brushed the dust from her clothes, and set off towards the 
dormitory. But as she passed the entrance to the village, she felt an odd gaze fixed tightly 
upon her. She turned and saw a young heifer staring straight at her. 
 

 
That was the first time she and “Cow Mui” met in a gaze that held. 
 

 
Ai had never taken a close look into a cow’s eyes before. They were clear and lustrous, with 
lashes long and sweeping, and the yellow hide along her body was fine and gleaming, like a 
work of art shaped by nature itself. This was truly no ordinary yellow cow. Most cattle, on 
seeing a human, would slip away at once, wary and unwilling even to glance back. But this 
young heifer with her golden coat stood perfectly still, fixing her gaze on Ai, her eyes 
astonishingly gentle, her whole expression soft and almost smiling. 
 

 
By the edge of the village a small stream moved slowly along, its water sounding in a fine 
scatter of tiny notes. At the village entrance an ancient wall stood in dignified steadfastness, 
its surface weathered and mottled yet carrying a deep, weighty presence. Between the two a 
tiny bee drifted back and forth, buzzing softly as it wove through the air. 
 

 
Ai and Cow Mui held each other’s gaze for two minutes. 
 

 
Perhaps from that first quiet meeting of eyes, the two beings slipped beyond the boundary 
between their species and began to develop a connection at once subtle and singular. 
 

 
Ai asked, “Is there something you wish to tell me?” 
 

 
Cow Mui simply smiled. 
 

——
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Yet the rational part of Ai at once corrected herself. It was probably not a “smile” at all, but 
merely the natural shape of a yellow cow’s face, only looking as though it were smiling. It 
was much like how the public so often fondly “accuse” the critically endangered, nationally 
protected finless porpoise of being “an angel smiling”, simply because the corners of its 
mouth turn upward. In truth, the finless porpoise, like all whales and dolphins, has no facial 
expressions; the “smile” is nothing more than a projection of human wishful thinking.  
 

 
Ai, living her life in the heart of the city, had never imagined she would one day become 
friends with a country cow. 
 

 
Cow Mui would stand outside the farm fence, watching Ai at work with her steady, 
unblinking gaze, and each time she would watch for a full ten minutes. She was very fond of 
Ai, and Ai thought the reason was simple enough: she would use her hands to scratch Cow 
Mui’s itches for her. 
 

 
Cows have horns as well, but as Cow Mui was only three and a half years old (this was what 
the other villagers told Ai), she had not yet reached maturity, and what protruded beside her 
brow was only a pair of small, blunt triangular buds. Her broad forehead was covered in short 
golden hair, and when Ai ran her hand over it, it felt like a tiny patch of carpet. From her own 
observations, mammals such as cats, dogs, and rabbits all enjoy having their heads stroked, 
and cows do too; it is only that their size is so great that people dare not touch them, and the 
swarms of flies on their bodies, not to mention the bloodsucking horseflies, make most 
people keep well away. 
 

 
Faced with swarms of clinging insects, a four-footed cow can only use its tail to drive them 
off. Yet a tail reaches only so far, and all the places it cannot sweep, the head, the upper body, 
and the belly beneath, become easy targets for biting flies and mosquitoes. 
 

 
For this reason, the touch of a human hand is something a cow naturally delights in. Yet 
between different species there is always a barrier of understanding, and trust is never easily 
won. Cow Mui, however, for some mystery Ai could not read, dared to approach a human 
and open her heart. 
 

 
This too was most unusual. 
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Ai was a rational and somewhat sceptical person, and at first she had her doubts about this 
“human–cow bond”, and about “how intelligent a cow might be.” More than once she 
deliberately hid herself in a corner where Cow Mui could not see her, then called out to the 
cow, hoping to test whether an animal could truly recognise its own name. Yet such tests 
were needless, for each time Cow Mui turned her head it was with the same quick, certain 
movement, often wearing an expression that seemed to say, “What are you calling me for?” 
 

* 
 
5 
 

 
“Clearing weeds” was also one of the daily tasks that the apprentice farmers repeated every 
day. According to the seasoned old farmers, weed control is an essential part of cultivation. 
Weeds may appear insignificant, yet they compete with crops for nutrients and can even 
become a breeding ground for disease and pests, posing a serious threat to the health of the 
plants. 
 

 
Weeds can of course be cleared with a grass cutter, and it is by far the quickest method, yet it 
can only shave the plants short. The wretched weeds are always waiting for their chance, and 
a single heavy rain will let them rise again and reclaim the ground. To make them vanish for 
good, the only way is to pull them up by hand, roots and all. 
 

 
At noon the sun reached its height and poured straight down upon Ai’s head. Sweat streamed 
wildly from her temples, and the whole crown of her head burned under the blaze. Ai, who 
prized perfect order, loathed weeds, and in her hands the steady rhythm of pulling them up 
seemed to become a kind of emotional release. 
 

 
Each time she finished clearing the weeds, she would habitually gather them into a great 
heap, then, with something like a ritual, set them alight and burn them until all was turned to 
ash, and ash was carried away into nothingness. 
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Ai had been born into an incomplete family, and as she grew up she came to believe that she 
could make one of her own, and the sooner the better, as though she might win back the ten 
loveless years she had lost. Yet that very “haste” led to another grave mistake in her life. 
 

——  
What made her plunge headlong into love was her first romance, with a tertiary-college 
lecturer who drew a good salary and was nine years her senior. He taught in the design 
department, a field that happened to coincide with her own work, and she even felt he might 
one day help clear a path for her in her career. 
 

IG
package  

They met through work at a joint design exhibition, and as they talked there was an 
immediate sense of rapport, so they exchanged Instagram accounts. After a few dates, she 
thought that his whole package was very good, and she accepted his pursuit and began going 
out with him. 
 

 
A year into their relationship, she discovered one day that her period was late, and she began 
having the sort of exaggerated vomiting one sees so often in television dramas. She took a 
test, and she was pregnant. 
 

 
She felt that becoming a mother at twenty-four, though a little early, was still within the right 
age, and she went on to discuss marriage with her boyfriend. But he thought it was “a bit 
early”. 
 

 
“Did we not agree that if I became pregnant, we would marry? We have been together for 
more than a year, and we both have steady incomes.” In the underground pedestrian tunnel in 
Tsim Sha Tsui, he remained silent. 
 

 
“Are you telling me to get rid of it?” Ai’s voice echoed through the tunnel, sharp with 
accusation, and passers-by turned to look. 
 

 
And then the world returned to silence. 
 

……  
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Ai, shaken and upset, turned to leave. Her boyfriend called after her, “Listen to me…” but 
astonishingly, he did not come after her. 
 

 
He had not come after her after all. 
 

——

  
The tunnel was filled with the anxious sound of her footsteps, each one striking with a heavy 
force. This was the first time she had felt her life shatter, no, perhaps the second. The first had 
been when she was ten years old and heard that her parents were going to divorce. The child 
she was then thought, “It cannot be true,” until a month later her father moved out, and her 
mother, tears brimming, threw their wedding photograph into the rubbish station. Only then 
did she begin to believe it was final. Yet for the next two or three years, she still nursed the 
childish, unrealistic hope that “my parents will get back together”. 
 

 
She held her sorrowful belly, her face gone pale, and wept in the intersecting tunnels below 
the city. However, with people all around her, and the space filled with echoes, she did not 
dare let a single sound escape her. When she finally emerged from the tunnel’s chill, rose 
back to the open air, and turned into an old street where the passers-by were sparse, the tears 
broke loose at last, soft and scattered. 
 

 
Tsim Sha Tsui, for all its surface glitter, concealed a creeping dilapidation. After the 
pandemic the economy had failed to revive, and most of the streets lay in desolation, the 
walls eaten by time until they were harsh with peeling scars, and the glass windows filmed 
with dust and drained of colour. She thought of his silence, and her heart broke into sharp 
fragments that fell upon the hushed street, pieces that could never be made whole again. 
 

 
She moved at a hurried pace, her glance flickering, a quiet ache on her face, and a fragile 
secret held within her belly. Along the old street the passers-by rushed on, and no one noticed 
the sadness that clung to her. 
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Later, an expatriate woman pushing a pram quite unexpectedly caught sight of the tears on 
her face. She stopped Ai with clear concern, placed both hands on her shoulders, and asked 
whether she was unwell, then said, firmly, that she would see her home. 
 

 
At a complete loss, Ai gave a courteous refusal to her kindness. She wiped the tears from her 
face and said “I can go home on my own”. Before they parted, the foreign lady drew her into 
a long and deeply felt embrace, steady and strong, a kind of embrace that even her own 
mother had never given her. 

 
* 

 
6 
 

 
As Ai slowly set her palm upon Cow Mui’s brow and stroked it with delicate care, the tears 
welled up in her again. They streamed down without end, like a broken embankment after a 
storm-burst. 
 

 
Ai remembered the scepticism she had once heard: that cattle felt nothing, that after a 
fortnight they would forget the humans they no longer saw, or that their tears were merely 
reflexes stirred by insects and dust. Yet in this moment she knew that such scepticism was 
false, no more than faint jealous murmurs from those who begrudged the bond she shared 
with Cow Mui. 
 

——  
This three-and-a-half-year-old Cow Mui had just been relentlessly chased and beaten by 
another bull in the herd of roughly the same age. It was not a chase of courtship, but a chase 
that ended in real blows. Stubborn by nature, Cow Mui of course fought back with all her 
strength, meeting him head on several times, but a young heifer has only small horns, while a 
bull’s are large and sharp, so the outcome was all too clear: Cow Mui was left covered in 
wounds. 
 

 
Ai fetched disinfectant from the dormitory and sprayed it over the two- or three-inch gashes 
along Cow Mui’s flank. Cattle endure pain in silence; they are not like village dogs, who 
howl and whimper. Another young female yellow cattle kept Cow Mui company, quietly 
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grazing at her side. The two of them were the weak ones of the herd. There were ten cattle 
roaming among the nearby villages, and their coats fell into two types: yellow and black. 
Only Cow Mui and the young female yellow cattle bore the “yellow” coat, while the 
remaining eight were all “black.” 
 

high

 
She also noticed that whenever Cow Mui lifted her tail to urinate, some of the bulls would 
walk over to sniff the scent and then pull a decidedly high expression5. Among the herd was a 
young bull who had just entered puberty, a little fellow called “Gam Mou Keung,”6 and he 
even went over to seize Cow Mui. Cow Mui lost her temper and charged after him. And in 
that instant Ai understood that the bloody fight between Cow Mui and Gam Mou Keung had 
very likely been her resistance against his attempted violation. 
 

 
Bulls in their breeding season often clash and fight, so some villagers suggested neutering 
them. Ai felt that the focus of neutering should rest on animal welfare and moral grounds. 
Was such an operation truly “good” for the animals? And did humans possess sufficient 
moral justification to make so weighty a decision on their behalf? 
 

 
On a personal level, Ai could hardly bear the thought of a cow being violated, and her first 
instinct was to agree, to say yes to having those bulls castrated. Yet when she looked into the 
matter, she learnt that Hong Kong had roughly nine hundred yellow cattle, of which nearly 
eighty per cent were already neutered. Their lifespan was twenty years, and by her reckoning, 
by 2031 their numbers would be reduced by half. The thought alone made her murmur, 
“perhaps best to leave it be”. But was this “leave it be” truly the choice that served Cow Mui 
best? 
 

* 
 

5 Translator’s note: The word “high” appears in English in the Chinese original. In Hong Kong Cantonese, high 
is a borrowed term used to describe a state of excitement, stimulation, or arousal. Here it conveys the bulls’ 
heightened reaction to the scent of Cow Mui’s urine. 
6 Translator’s note: In the Chinese original, the young bull’s nickname is . Literally,  
means “gold-hair” and  (Keung) is a common male given name, so a direct translation would be “Gold-
Hair Keung.” It is rendered here instead in Cantonese romanisation as “Gam Mou Keung” to retain its local 
sound and informal flavour. In Hong Kong, gam-mou (“gold-hair”) evokes the bleached-blond style associated 
with 1990s street youth and the  (young gangster) aesthetic, giving the nickname a cheeky, rough-edged 
quality that the original transfers to this adolescent bull. 
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The three-month deadline had arrived; if she were to undergo a surgical termination, this was 
the last chance. But she had in fact made her decision long before. The moment the man fell 
silent, using that silence to refuse their child a complete home, she knew she had to sever her 
tie with him with resolve and bring the relationship to its end. 
 

 
One winter late afternoon, she stood on the company rooftop, the wind on her face, looking 
out towards the cityscape at the heart of the metropolis. The neon shimmered; everything 
seemed as prosperous and gleaming as ever. She closed her eyes and drew a long breath, yet 
felt only nausea. The workload at the company had grown unmanageable, and with the 
sudden changes in her body, she resigned. 
 

 
Exhausted in body and mind, she allowed herself a few months of rest. Yet simply sitting at 
home made her uneasy, and she feared her mother might sense that something was amiss, so 
she returned once more to her work as an apprentice farmer. 
 

 
February is the quietest month of the year on the farm, when the old farmers pause in the 
winter lull to gather their strength again. They drink hot tea and plan the great planting of the 
coming spring. As an apprentice farmer, all Ai needed to do was water the plants with care 
and prepare the seeds for the spring sowing and seedlings; it was, in its way, a time for her 
own rest and renewal. 
 
Curare

 
Curare means to “care for,” and she liked “caring for” anything and everything, of course 
including plants. Ai liked watering them; in the act itself she would drift into hazy 
recollections of visiting the amusement park with her father as a child, remembering the bliss 
of dropping in a coin and commanding a water gun for ten full minutes. When the jet struck 
one of the targets, a carousel perhaps or some painted emblem, the mechanical figures would 
whirl into motion accompanied by a burst of cheerful music. 
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The farm lay in an open expanse, with ten relentless hours of sunlight each day. The winds 
were high and the air was parched. Under the fierce glare the plants had nowhere to hide, and 
their leaves, scorched without mercy, drooped in exhaustion. At such moments, when Ai 
poured clear water over them to meet their need, she felt a faint sense of giving alms. 
 

manage curare curare
curare  

A curator’s task is to “tell a story” to the audience. At the outset of any exhibition, one must 
be clear about its purpose, then draw on every skill of coordination, management, and 
planning to keep the entire enterprise in hand. She could curare plants and she could curare 
an exhibition, yet she felt her self-worth drawn down into a quiet humility, unable to curare 
herself at all. 
 

Description  
If Ai were to curate her own life, then what kind of exhibition would it be? How should the 
exhibits be arranged? How should the descriptions be written? And which parts would need 
to be kept in silence, or even erased altogether? 
 

 
Her parents’ divorce was the defect in her life, a missing corner from the very start that she 
could never mend. And now another broken edge had appeared, this time through her own 
misstep, which left her all the more anxious and all the less able to let it go. 
 

* 
 
8 
 

 
In the end, her season of rest was far from the slow, extended one she had imagined. After a 
little over a month she returned to her old post. The boss, hoping to keep her, had made 
several calls, urging that someone as young, capable and understanding as Ai was a curator 
by nature, and offering a thirty per cent raise along with five additional days of paid annual 
leave. 
 

 
As though nothing had ever happened, Ai dressed once more in her crisp, clean-cut clothes, 
kept up her smile, and moved through the thronging crowds, carrying out every task with a 
quiet excellence that left no room for fault. 
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At times Ai would, without realising it, gently stroke her hurt belly, but she was grateful that 
she was human and still had the chance to choose. 
 

 
But not Cow Mui. 
 

 
After a few more months, Cow Mui’s belly had grown very, very large, as large as that of a 
human expectant mother. She moved slowly when she walked, stopping now and then to 
catch her breath, and at times she became so tired she would sink to her knees and then 
stretch herself out full-length on the green grass. 
 

 
A cow’s gestation lasts about two hundred and eighty days, a little over nine months, and 
each time she bears only one calf, much like a human. This was Cow Mui’s first, and for any 
female, giving birth is a depletion of life. Ai walked quietly over and sat down beside her, 
gently stroking that warm, immense belly, her palm moving softly up and down as she felt 
the faint stirrings of the calf growing within. 
 

 
To make sure she would not be disturbed when she gave birth, Cow Mui withdrew from the 
herd once more, often grazing alone in quiet corners. She was frequently seen near Ai’s field, 
waiting for the fresh-cut grass Ai would toss outside the fence after weeding. Cow Mui did 
not eat vegetables. Ai had once tried holding out some bok choy and wild greens for her to 
choose between, but she kept to her nature and chose the grass. 
 

* 
 
9 
 

WhatsApp

 
Ai began paying very close attention to every message in the farm’s WhatsApp group, and 
even told her colleagues there that if there were any news of Cow Mui giving birth, they must 
let her know at once. Few would ever have imagined that Ai, who worked in Central, dressed 
smartly each day in fine clothes and high heels, raising a wine glass or a coffee cup as she 
dealt with expatriates, would have her thoughts so constantly turned toward that mother cow 
in the countryside. 
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WhatsApp

 
On a morning a few days later, a video clip came through on WhatsApp: a new-born calf, 
clumsily finding its feet, blinking its wet eyes as it took in the wide world around it. It was a 
little yellow bull-calf, no bigger than a village mongrel, its hooves pressing deep marks into 
the rain-soaked mud as though telling the earth that it had come. In a single night Cow Mui 
had become a mother. At times she watched the calf, at times she looked toward the camera, 
her eyes filled with a watchful pride. 
 

 
Ai longed to rush out to the countryside at once to stroke Cow Mui’s head and praise her: 
“Cow Mui, good girl,” “you did so well.” But she was in the midst of handling a technology 
design exhibition, and the trip had to wait. 
 

……
WhatsApp ——

 
Only after the team had finished installing the exhibition, after the opening had officially 
begun, after she had busied herself welcoming visitors and the press, interpreting the works, 
guiding them into the world of art, greeting each exhibitor in turn, and listening one by one to 
their feedback and impressions, could she finally scrape together a little time to leave a 
message in the WhatsApp group: “I’ll be heading into the village these few days to help out.” 
By then, it had already been several weeks since Cow Mui had given birth. 
 

* 
 
10 
 

 
Afterwards, she went through a spell of emotional shock and struggle. 
 

 
When Ai finally saw Cow Mui and her calf at the farm, the expectation she had carried in her 
heart collapsed at once. She had imagined that a mother cow would, like in a fairy tale, give 
endless patience and love in raising her new-born son, but reality did not necessarily match 
the gentle picture she had first held in mind. 
 

 
Across the wide pasture, the calf’s eyes were full of longing and confusion, for Cow Mui was 
not willing to feed him as other mother cows did. Each time the calf pressed close and 
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managed a few suckles, Cow Mui would step away again, leaving her son standing alone 
upon the green grass. 
 

 
“Cow Mui often won’t feed her calf. The little one is skin and bone.” “Raising children is a 
woman’s natural duty. How can there be a cow that ignores her own son?” Maternal devotion 
and filial obedience have always been held up as the highest virtues, and Cow Mui’s habit of 
leaving her calf behind and tending him so little drew nothing but unanimous reproach from 
the villagers. To Ai it felt faintly absurd: even cattle, it seemed, could not escape the moral 
fetters humans fastened on them. Yet no one stopped to wonder what hardship or hurt this 
mother cow might have gone through, that left her unable to show her love. 
 

 
With her serious, inquiring interest in all things, Ai looked into it. Some webpages explained 
it this way: a mother cow may be facing health problems such as udder infection, mastitis or 
other illnesses that reduce the amount or quality of her milk. Difficulties in the calf’s 
suckling, problems with its teeth and the like may also cause a mother cow to be unwilling to 
feed. 
 

 
Of course, she also thought of the reason Cow Mui had withdrawn from the herd in the first 
place, that Gam Mou Keung who had assaulted her. 
 

 
Ai sensed, in some indistinct way, a tide of complex and contradictory feelings stirring within 
her. Some villagers suggested that the calf might as well be “taken in,” raised on supermarket 
milk for now, and when it had grown, other decisions could be made, but Ai objected. Cow 
Mui might have many reasons for not feeding her calf, she said, and it did not mean she 
lacked virtue or was incapable of raising the next generation. Humans could certainly provide 
more exact feeding and care, but would that not strip the calf of the chance to learn how to 
seek out its own food and to interact with the other members of the herd? 
 

 
Time bore witness. 
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Under his mother’s “wild rearing” and “neglectful care,” the calf, at scarcely a month old, 
had indeed learnt to fend for himself and to graze on his own. Across the pasture he began an 
intimate relationship with the plants. He bent his head and took the grass between his soft 
mouth, and the abundant green of the wilds became a second udder beyond his mother. The 
grass gave off an inviting scent, as though telling the little calf that it could satisfy the hunger 
of a creature born to live by grass. 
 

 
The little calf chewed the blades of grass with his small white teeth, and a strand of sunlight 
fell across his coat, bathing him in a faint gold. His body grew steadily nourished, his 
muscles firming with strength; though he had no warm milk from his mother, he found his 
own way of living on this grassland. A cow’s sense of smell is keen by nature, and he 
gradually learnt to tell the grasses apart, choosing the tenderest, juiciest shoots, touching them 
lightly with lips and tongue, tasting each subtle difference. 
 

 
Cow Mui was still that free-spirited creature of grass. She went wherever she pleased, her 
scrawny little son trailing behind, and she usually did not look back. However noisily the 
human world chattered, its moral restraints never once governed Cow Mui’s movements. Ai 
went over to stroke her head. When she was pleased, Cow Mui stood quite still beneath her 
hand. When she grew impatient, she showed her disdain, turned, and walked away. 
 

 
After a week under the fierce country sun, the pallor of the city washed from Ai’s skin and 
she grew sun-darkened once more. Long hours spent swinging heavy farm tools had almost 
trained a bicep into her slender upper arm. 
 

 
When Ai returned home for the weekend, her mother was about to step out. Though nearly 
fifty, her mother was dressed to dazzle, a woman past her prime yet still striving to remain 
fashionable, her brows neatly shaped and a soft red colouring her lips. Watching her mother’s 
figure as she went out for her date, Ai kept her usual distance. Her feelings were still tangled, 
yet there was a little more gentleness in her expression than before. 

* 
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The curator moved through the exhibition spaces with a busy, confident ease. She adjusted 
the angle and brightness of the lights with precision, making sure each work on display 
revealed itself in its best form. She wore a simple, elegant black ensemble, professional yet 
full of style. Her gaze was sharp and alive, seeking to catch the inspiration and stories held 
within each work as she strove to shape exhibition spaces that drew the viewer into reflection. 
 

 
The busy city life had led Ai to believe that her countryside chapter had come to an end. 
Little did she expect that, half a year later, Hong Kong would be struck by a ferocious 
typhoon that raged for three days and two nights, reaching the force of a Number Ten 
hurricane. A message in the group chat that simply read “the farm needs people” sent Ai once 
more into the countryside, ringed by mountains and shared with wild boar and wild cattle.  
 

 
After the typhoon the land lay in wild disarray. In the fields the fruit trees, the crops, and 
even the weeds had all been pressed down in a single sweeping direction. Through Ai’s 
singular artistic gaze she discerned, to her own surprise, a muted beauty in their uniform ruin. 
 

 
Ai was desperate to count the herd. As she righted the plants that had fallen in the fields, she 
kept sweeping her gaze across the distant mountains, hoping for the cattle’s safe return. Two 
days passed and still there was no sign of them. She tried to comfort herself with reason. 
Wild cattle have the instinct to retreat uphill for shelter. When typhoons and heavy rain 
approach, they gather and move into sheltered valleys, waiting quietly for the storm to pass. 
Only when they feel safe do they descend again to the low ground. 
 

 
At last, after the long stretch of waiting, the herd appeared before the farm on the third 
morning after the typhoon. They emerged from the valley and made their way towards the 
low ground with steady, unhurried order. The weight on Ai’s heart loosened at once, and she 
was filled with joy and relief. 
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——  
She counted them again and again, murmuring each of their names in turn, and then she 
realised with dismay that the herd, which had once numbered nine, now held only eight. The 
one that was missing was Cow Mui’s son. Ai drew in a sharp breath, and in her heart she 
braced herself for the worst. In the wild, a calf could not easily survive the force of a Number 
Ten storm. 
 

 
The golden light of dawn swept low across the fields, and at times it was hard to tell whether 
it was morning or dusk. Yet the difference was real. Morning air, settled through the quiet of 
the night, held a tranquillity beyond words, while the air of dusk still carried the day’s 
lingering murk of the human world. 
 

 
At sunrise, in the farm’s hush, a light breeze brushed through the branches and leaves, 
carrying a trace of cool, moist air. She knew that in these past few days Cow Mui had been 
seeking her each day. Every morning when she went down to the fields, she noticed that the 
rows of young corn growing by the gate had each been bitten, never more than a single neat 
mouthful. Today a little shorter, tomorrow shorter still. The other crops remained untouched, 
for the cattle had stepped around them with great care.  
 

 
Perhaps Cow Mui had really been looking for her, for why else would she so gravely take a 
bite of each corn stalk every day, as if to say, “I have been here.” 
 

 
But these days Ai had to deal with the freshly harvested coffee cherries and often stayed 
indoors. She kept finding excuses to slip outside in the hope of catching a glimpse of Cow 
Mui. Yet she ranged so unpredictably that, for several days, the two of them simply failed to 
cross paths. 
 

 
Until one evening. The light had already thinned into dusk, and someone seemed to pass 
before the dormitory door, setting the sensor lamp suddenly aglow. Ai was sure she was the 
only one staying there that night. She stepped to the doorway to look, and the shadow of a 
great cow glided across her sight. 
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Its hooves struck the concrete path with an anxious rhythm. In the shadowed lanes of the old 
village it walked back and forth, as if searching for something. 
 

——  
Ai stepped outside and followed the faint outline of Cow Mui’s silhouette. She saw her 
ignoring the snarling village dogs at the entrance and standing beneath the gate, hesitating as 
she looked out as though waiting for something. Her udder was slightly swollen. Yes, the calf 
had been missing for almost a week. 
 

 
There were certain habits of cattle that she could never quite grasp. Just before nightfall the 
herd would slip suddenly into a kind of daze, their eyes gone blank as they lifted their heads 
to gaze into the distance, then stood utterly still, sunk in a trance for several minutes. 
 

 
The solitary mother cow, adrift in a moment of confusion, seemed suddenly to remember 
something and let out a few low calls, the distinctive murmurs with which she summoned her 
calf. 
 

 
“Cow Mui!” Ai called out to her from behind. 
 

——  
In the orange-violet glow of the evening sky, Cow Mui turned her head. In the light of the red 
lanterns hanging from the village gate, Ai saw two thin tracks of moisture slip from the cow’s 
eyes. She could not be sure whether it was emotion, or merely the work of the flies that clung 
to the corners of her eyes. 
 

 
Ai made her way to the cow and, by the stone wall, pulled up a handful of her favourite 
Wedelia to feed her. She gently stroked Cow Mui’s head. “Yes,” she murmured, “I already 
know. Your child is gone.” 
 

 
Ai held Cow Mui’s head and pressed their foreheads together, and she too began to weep. 
“Both our children are gone,” she said. 
 

 
Cow Mui lowered her heavy head, and tears slipped from her eyes like a silent river, spilling 
onto the solitary prints of her hooves. 
 

 
“But Cow Mui, you are only four. There is still so much time ahead of you.” 
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Ai reached out and tapped the sharp point of Cow Mui’s horn. “Do you know your horns 
have grown so long and sharp now? In the days to come you can choose which bull to have 
another calf with. And if you do not care for him, you can always use these fine horns of 
yours to send him flying.” 
 

 
Ai could not be sure that Cow Mui understood anything so complicated, but all she could do 
was try to explain it in human words. 
 

 
Yellow cattle were descendants of wandering herds and belonged to no one, so she would 
never put a nose ring on Cow Mui or tether her with a coarse rope to keep her like a pet. That 
night Cow Mui chose to sleep on a small patch of grass at the edge of the village, and Ai sat 
beside her in silence, keeping her company until the stars began to appear and the darkness 
settled completely around them. 
 

 
Cow Mui was frank and untamed. She never spoke, never cared for reasons, yet she knew 
how to resist when she had to, and how to yield to fate when the moment called for it. 
 

 
Ai had never imagined she would make a wish on behalf of an animal. “May Cow Mui have 
her own rights,” she thought. The right to choose whether to stay with the herd or walk alone, 
to choose which patch of grass to lie upon or to play in, to choose whether to give milk or 
withhold it, to choose between greens and grass, and to choose whether she would let anyone 
touch her head. 
 

 
She would remember forever the edge of that grassy patch, where the gentle cow slowly 
knelt, folding all four legs beneath her body. Her skin quivered of its own accord in the 
passing breeze. 
 

……
 

She turned her head to the side and, inch by inch, began to lick her own coat with careful 
delicacy, her movements gentle and steady. In the mother cow’s eyes there was a quiet calm, 
and her breathing grew slower, as though the licking were not only a way of tending to her 
body, but also a kind of self-care, a way of loving herself. 
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In the days that followed, Cow Mui went on weeping, the yellow hair along her cheeks 
always marked by two dark, wet trails. By about the fifth day her tears began, at last, to 
subside. 
 

 
A breeze passed over her, and she walked off into the distance, grazing once more as she 
always had. 
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