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CUT FROM END OF CHAPTER 6

[AFTER THE KIDNAPPING SCARE PAGE 97]

Safe now to roam about, Patrick and I race to our favorite tree, 
the spring sun beating down. I swing my way up, curling my toes 
around the branches and Patrick scrambles behind me. Even when 
he stops to catch his breath, I keep going, straight to the top. The 
highest branches bend and sway under my weight, and when there’s 
nothing left to climb, I pretend I’m a bird, looking out over the tops of 
trees, far above everyone else. All the tiny people on the ground don’t 
matter. There’s nothing ugly, nothing painful. I reach my hand up as 
if I could touch God. [end book portion]

My fantasy is interrupted by Josh shouting from below. 
“Faithy! Where are you?!” I close my eyes to block them out and 
breathe with the wind. They can’t reach me here. None of my 
brothers can climb this high because the branches are not strong 
enough to hold their heavier weight. But my peace breaks with a 
rustle of leaves and Patrick tugging my leg. “Reporters,” he says 
urgently. “We have to go!” 

Note: This content is rough as it did not go through the rigorous 
editing process that the final version of the memoir did. Please excuse 
typos and lapses in grammar and writing style. This is just for fun to 
give you a further peek into my world growing up.
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The bad press from overseas has a delayed reaction here. 
When local reporters get wind of the Family scandals in other 
countries, they remember they have their own little colony nearby 
to dig up dirt on. 

I scratch my legs and arms in my hurry to scramble down 
the tree. As I hit the red dirt below, my knees automatically bend 
into a squat to absorb the shock, and I roll onto my bottom. My 
heart is jumping in my chest and my stomach is rebounding like a 
trampoline. Reporters. I turn around to look for Patrick, but he’s 
already grabbing his shoes and sprinting to the house. Just when I 
thought it was safe again.

I’m nearly to the door when I pause. Who are these spawns 
of Satan? What does evil look like? I’m so curious. Twenty meters 
separate the Main House from the Stone House. I peek around 
the corner, scanning the pathway—all clear. Instead of heading 
straight inside, I decide to make a run for it, supposedly to warn 
the people in the Stone House to stay inside and lock the door. But 
as soon as I round the Main House, the reporters spot me. They 
sprint after me, calling out, their long strides overtaking my small, 
terrified leaps. 

I just make it to the Stone House patio and slam the door 
behind me as they reach it. I realize there is no lock and push up on 
the metal handle with all my might, bracing my short legs against 
the wall to keep the grownups on the other side from pushing 
down the handle and shoving their way in, which they’re forcibly 
trying to do. 
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I’ve overplayed my hand; I’m trapped. Adrenalin pumping. 
Staying crouched so they can’t see me through the frosted glass 
panes on the top half of the door, I hold on for dear life, ignoring 
their shouts, “We just want to talk to you!” I have no idea what will 
happen if they get to me, but I know it’s bad. The pain in my hands 
turns to numbness, but I don’t budge. Just five feet away is the 
heavy, locked wooden door of the Stone House and safety, but the 
space between could be miles. If I let go of the patio door handle 
for a second, they’ll grab me. We stay like this, in a stalemate, as the 
sun beats down. My only hope is the heat of the day. 

In time, their voices get scratchy and the door stops rattling. 
The sun has handed me my victory. As soon as I hear their 
footsteps recede, I beat on the main door with trembling fists. 
Auntie Hope opens it and I stumble inside feeling I’ve barely 
escaped with my life. 
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MISSING CHAPTER BETWEEN 
CHAPTER 11  AND 12

THE PRESEPIO:

The whole Farm is awash in excitement! We are going to do 
a live Christmas play, and everyone will be involved! Kids, teens, 
adults, and animals! 

Our family has been performing the Nativity play at 
Christmas for as long as I can remember in schools, hospitals, and 
makeshift stages on the street. I was three when I first starred as 
Mary, mother of Jesus – probably because the only acting required 
was to sit still and hold a doll. Hobo played Joseph, my husband, 
and Bones was the shepherd boy with a stuffed lamb tucked 
under his arm. The twins and Nehi in turbans were the three wise 
men. My sister Mary, with her halo of white-blond wisps was the 
Angel Gabriel, who sang to inform Mary that she was about to be 
knocked-up. 

I loved playing Mary and for once being the center of 
adoration in my big, noisy family. I did my best saintly smile to 
show the lost souls watching us Jesus’ love, while the Angel sang 
that I was blessed among women and the Wise Men laid little 
boxes at my feet. I particularly liked that Mary wore blue, my 
favorite color, and no itchy tinsel halo, though the head scarf kept 
slipping. 

With seven years of experience playing Mary under my belt, I 
was rather miffed to be passed over for the role in favor of one of 
the older, more busty teen girls. 
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But this will be the grandest of all our plays – a true life 
Presepio (Portuguese for Nativity Play)! 

The entire Farm is our stage. At the top of the farmyard, by 
the front gate, we build a “stable”. The walls on three sides and 
roof are rough wooden planks; the open front faces the farmyard. 
Inside this make-shift stable, we build a livestock stall on either 
side with a few bars of wood. The left stall is for one of our Jersey 
cows and the right stall is for Mary’s donkey. The space in between 
the two stalls holds a manger – a rough-hewn wooden trough with 
crossed beams for legs. The floor is covered a foot deep in hay, 
which has its own part to play. 

 Opposite the stable stage, on the other side of the farmyard 
is the goat pen, in front we arrange a small stone circle for a 
“hillside fire.” The goat pen has a flat roof top that we paint black, 
fix a knee-high bar around and hang a black curtain from. In the 
center of the farmyard, between the two pastoral scenes, we place 
rows of wooden benches and folding plastic chairs facing the stable 
stage. 

I’m given the inglorious role of Innkeeper’s Daughter. “It’s a 
critical part,” my mother assures me. I resign myself – at least I 
have a solo and am on stage for most of the play. Who knew an 
innkeeper’s daughter played such a central role in the birth of the 
Savior? 

I can’t, however, resign myself to my costume – a beige 
baggy, long-sleeved, thin cotton tunic and head scarf with a red-
border and a flimsy string belt. The shapeless affair makes me look 
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washed-out and lumpy, particularly when worn over long johns 
and a sweater. Christmas is chilly and we are performing outside. 

How I miss the lovely sky blue of Mary’s robes! I complain 
insistently to my mother, but she refuses to change it. Mom loves 
Christmas. The Presepio pulls her out of her isolation at the Stone 
House and back into interacting with everyone as she sews all the 
costumes on her Singer Sewing machine. She spends weeks sewing 
scores of these shapeless tunics in varying colors, as well as more 
detailed outfits for the Wise Men. She is particularly proud of her 
ingenuity for Angel Gabriel’s costume, loyally played by my sister 
Mary. Her floor-length white robe has long, pointy sleeves edged 
in lace patterned after a medieval ladies’ gown, that look like wings 
when my sister raises her arms. The Wise Men have the best gig; 
they get to ride in on three horses with bedazzled breastplates and 
head gear. Their costumes look more like Chinese Mandarins with 
long red robes, gold belts, neck medallions and funny pointy hats 
or turbans.

As visitors arrive to the Farm, the road leading to the village is 
dark. Streetlights have not reached our sleepy corner. Our Farm is 
situated at the entrance to the village. From the Farm gate, visitors 
can see the road curving to the right passing in front of a row of 
single-story adobe-brick Chinese village houses in various states of 
disrepair with a few mangy dogs lounging in front. 

A wood plank sign tacked to the gate has an arrow pointing 
to our farmyard proclaiming “BETHLEHEM.” The visitors enter 
to discover the farmyard is lit with sixty-watt bulbs and strings of 
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Christmas lights. The fifty plus guests sit on the hard benches in 
the center of the Farm staring around in confusion. 

This is our biggest witnessing opportunity all year attracting 
hundreds of visitors. We perform twice each night for two weeks 
– one show in Portuguese and one in Cantonese. Our friends all 
come, from Portuguese government officials to the local Chinese 
mafia. Macau has little entertainment. The only other live 
performance is the Crazy Horse Paris Show, a nude cabaret at the 
Lisboa Casino. 

As the show begins with a musical soundtrack and the 
narrator’s deep voice setting the scene, I sit by the window in the 
last little mud-brick shack on the road to Bethlehem gazing at 
Orion’s Belt and trying to spot some other constellations. The light 
of a dim 20-watt bulb barely illuminates the filthy ten-foot square 
room. I ignore the cot in the corner strewn with worn clothes and 
the debris that makes up the life of an eighty-year-old Chinese 
villager who graciously allows us to hang out here for twenty 
minutes a night.  

First the Angel appears to Mary while she is sleeping on a 
metal folding cot less than three feet from the knees of the front 
row audience members. Mary is jolted awake by my sister in her 
medieval white dressing gown with the scratchy silver tinsel on her 
head. In a high squeak, my sister joyfully announces that the poor 
girl is now pregnant.  

During practice, I had to cover my mouth to stop myself from 
laughing out loud when Diamond, the rather voluptuous and lusty 
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fifteen-year old girl playing Mary, innocently wonders in a delicate 
falsetto, “How can this be, when I have never been with a man?” 

Once Mary hears the good news that the masculine power of 
the Angel will “overshadow” her, off she trots to tell Joseph, who, 
not surprisingly, takes her on a grueling journey to get as far away 
as possible from everyone they know. 

In the next scene, Mary has a challenging ride, side-saddle, 
without a saddle, on the fat back of Mad Max our ornery donkey, 
bouncing down the village road with a large pillow tied to her 
waist as a pregnant tummy. Joseph obligingly walks along side to 
give her a shove back in place if she starts slipping off. 

Because the entire play is done to a pre-recorded soundtrack, 
with music and narration, each character must hit their cue on 
time. Soft music plays as Joseph leads the donkey carrying a hugely 
pregnant and despondent looking Mary. They clip-clop down the 
road in front of the village houses stopping to knock on the old 
wood doors. The audience views this journey by looking to their 
right out the farm gate. One of the teens hiding in the shadows 
shines a spotlight on the donkey while the rest of the farm is in 
darkness. At first, we stationed people in the shadows outside 
the village houses to tell Joseph to bugger off, but after the first 
few performances, our Chinese neighbors caught on. Now, upon 
hearing the knock, they come out waving their hands, shaking 
their heads “no,” grinning and having a grand old time in their 
spotlight moment.   
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When Joseph and Mary reach the last house in the row, my 
brother Caleb, playing the Innkeeper, comes out shaking his head. 
But after hearing Joseph’s impassioned pleas as he gestures to his 
balloon of a wife who is by now hunched over with labor pains, 
Caleb relents. 

Out of the hut behind Caleb, I appear holding a basin along 
with a midwife, who miraculously happens to be hanging out in 
Caleb’s hut that fateful night. The midwife costume is basically a 
long piece of material with a hole cut for the head, poncho style, 
but when she lifts her arms the material drapes from her hands to 
the floor forming an effective screen. 

This procession crosses the driveway at a sedate pace into the 
gate and stable. Joseph helps Mary off the donkey and onto the 
straw piled in the middle of the stable floor, the midwife lifts her 
arms to shield the audience from such messy proceedings as birth, 
while I dig around in the piles of hay for Baby Jesus, brush him off, 
shove him into the arms of the waiting mother and “Wahhh!” the 
soundtrack echoes with the Savior’s first cry. My most cherished 
possession, a life-like doll the size of a six-month old baby, was 
confiscated to play Jesus. The midwife lowers her arms stepping 
back to reveal the happy family, her all-important role of a human 
wall complete. 

Of course, that is how it should happen. But as with any live 
production, snags abound. The Innkeeper dozes off and doesn’t 
hear Joseph knocking. Or Mary and Joseph chatting it up in the 
dark miss their cue. At these times, we are treated to a fast-forward 
version with Joseph running beside a trotting donkey, metal shoes 
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clattering on the cement road, racing past the neighbor houses to 
knock on the last door only, Caleb assessing the situation with no 
argument and rushing them to the stable. 

My favorite escapade was when Joseph was not paying close 
enough attention and the Little Burro of Bethlehem got a good 
mouthful of his sleeve and hung on for dear life. Joseph tried 
manfully to pull the sleeve loose from the donkey’s teeth while 
pleading with the various innkeepers, but donkey was locked on 
tight. 

As we accompany the happy couple to the stable, Joseph’s 
tugging gets more frantic. He must lift Mary off the donkey before 
the celebrated birth – our tension builds with each fading stanza 
of music. Finally, in desperation Joseph hauls off and punches the 
donkey square in the nose. Mad Max drops his sleeve, Mary falls 
into his arms, the mid-wife raises her billowing sleeves, and the 
sound of the baby’s first cry is heard. Fastest birth in history. With 
such intellectual drama, it is no wonder we have a full house every 
night. 

After our race to the finish line, I barely have breath to begin 
my solo number, “Away in the Manger.” 

At ten, I’m no longer the cute baby, and as Uncle Michael 
informed me, I don’t have a great voice. I can learn songs in other 
languages faster than the other kids, and I can mostly sing on-key, 
but my voice is weak and tinny. I keep hoping it will improve.
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Still, I’m determined to do my best. I sing “Away in the 
Manger” in three languages, gesturing emotionally and, I hope, 
reaching the audience’s soul. While I enjoy my moment in the 
spotlight, I’m equally glad when the song finishes. I’m unutterably 
bored of singing the same song over and over. 

Our stable crew collapses gratefully in the straw as the 
spotlight and audience attention is re-directed, to the back of the 
farmyard. There, four little shepherds ages three to seven years old 
are keeping watch over a few baby goats overseen by Bones, the 
head shepherd. At fourteen, he is slightly taller and just as skinny. 

Snoozing comfortably, unnoticed for most of the play, the 
little shepherds are rudely awakened by a big spotlight and my 
sister, the Angel Gabriel, appearing on the roof above them. “Glory 
to God in the Highest!” the soundtrack blasts out.

With much hand-waving, the shepherds roll around on the 
ground in shock and fear, Bones really hams it up. Finally, the 
shepherds are calmed and the audience delighted with the view 
of eight little girls, ages three to five years old, appearing on the 
rooftop next to my sister singing, “Glory to God in the Highest!” 
They raise their chubby hands high in praise, or, more often, try 
to scratch the tinsel halos off their heads with a dazed look. I don’t 
envy my sister. How does she keep those toddlers quiet laying 
down on the roof behind the black curtain night after night? More 
importantly, how does she keep the wiggly three-year-olds from 
rolling off the roof top?
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After this announcement, the little shepherds dutifully toddle 
after Bones around the edge of the audience to the stable to visit 
Jesus. Bones chest swells as the audience attention turns back to 
him for his solo “The First Noel.” 

One evening, as Bones begins singing, I’m trying to discreetly 
remove sharp pieces of straw that are jabbing through my tunic 
and tights, when I see a pile of hay in front of me tremble. I squint, 
Did one of the animals get under there? A few moments later, the hay 
shakes vigorously. I worry my lip trying to figure out what might 
be hiding under there.  Then I jerk in shock as an armload of hay 
levitates right in front of my eyes. The audience gazes in disbelief 
as a pile of hay gently rises about a foot off the ground then back 
down over and over. 

Kneeling in the straw, I’m at eye level with the floating grass, 
trying to figure out what’s causing this strange phenomenon. 
Bones, who realizes he’s losing his audience’s attention, but can’t 
see the cause, sings with increasing fervor throwing his arms wide. 
The floating hay jerks more violently, reducing the audience to 
gales of laughter. 

That’s when I spot it. The entire pile of hay is perfectly 
balanced on Bones’ microphone cord. As he walks the length of the 
stage singing soulfully, the cord rises from the ground carrying the 
hay with it. 

I try repeatedly to get his attention to tell my brother to stop 
pacing back and forth, but he is pouring heart and soul into his 
singing, growing more and more earnest in his effort to regain 
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the audience’s attention and create the proper solemnity due his 
performance. 

After his song ends, Bones turns and glares at us daring us 
to tell him whose antics were responsible for ruining his solo. I 
motion sheepishly to the floating pile of hay while pressing my lips 
tight, choking back the laughter. Bones shakes the cord and strides 
away to regain his dignity. 

The spotlight once again directs the gaze of all down the road 
to Bethlehem. While the narrator describes the journey of the 
Three Wise Men, the kings ride sedately down the road on two 
horses and a pony, as befits their elevated status, pointing upwards 
to the sky as if following a non-existent star. Of course, that is 
what they’re supposed to do. 

Most nights, we watch an empty street for agonizing minutes, 
wondering where on earth the Wise Men have wandered off to. 
The tension builds as the narrator winds up his description. Then, 
at the last second, the Three Wise Men come galloping down the 
street, clutching their horses’ manes, screech to a halt, horseshoes 
sparking on concrete, leap from their mounts’ backs, one hand 
grabbing their gift of myrrh or gold from the saddle bag, the 
other hand straightening their tottering turbans before walking 
measuredly to where Mother Mary still sits on the floor of the 
stable with Joseph. The Wise Men present their gifts solemnly. 
What the performance lacks in sophistication, it makes up for in 
excitement – “Will they make it? Bet they won’t.” I always wonder 
why no one seems to realize that Jesus is supposed to be two years 
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old when the Wise Men show up. Surely, Mary and Joseph would 
have moved out of the stable by then.

At this point, the entire cast converges on the stable to sing 
the final Christmas carols, Joy to the World, Silent Night, O Come All 
Ye Faithful and the ever-present Jesus Come into My Heart. Family 
adults stationed around the edges of the audience count how many 
people they see singing along during the last song. They add that 
number to our monthly statistics of Souls Saved. 

One evening as we are singing, O Come All Ye Faithful our 
faithful cow decides to do just that, stepping over the bar of her 
stall into the crowd of small angels assembled in front of it, causing 
a flurry of wings in the heavenly host as screaming little girls run 
into the audience. 

Another night, Bones, who can drop off to sleep anywhere, 
gets tired of holding onto his goat, so he ties the goat’s lead-rope 
to his hooked shepherd’s staff. In the middle of my solo, we are all 
amazed to see a lonely shepherd’s staff bobbing along upright in 
front of the audience. The audience nearly collapses into hysterics 
as little shepherds fan out to catch the escapee goat puppet master. 

Despite the seemly endless waiting in the cold and smiling 
until my cheeks ache, I much prefer our Presepio performances to 
going door-to-door caroling. Instead of having doors slammed in 
our faces, people come all the way to our little Farm to watch the 
best live entertainment in town.
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CUT FROM CHAPTER 12:

[PAGE 155 PRIOR TO JONDY’S BIRTH]

But we have something even more exciting to focus on!

 The birth of my new brother! Or rather, two new brothers as 
Auntie Jeannie is also having my father’s baby. 

 Auntie Jeannie wants to have a natural birth at home. “What 
a great training experience for the teens to watch a live birth!” the 
adults exclaim. 

 It’s old hat to me. I saw my sister’s birth a few years ago, and 
plenty of farm animals since – cows, goats, and dogs. But for most 
of the teens and other adults at the Farm it will be their first time 
to see a live human birth. 

Mommy Esther will midwife. She has the most experience. 
She helped at Nina’s birth and had six kids of her own. As the big 
day nears, the boys lug one of the double beds into the living room 
of the Main House and set it in the center. 

There is a low hum of anticipation through the Farm when 
Auntie Jeannie goes into labor; we wait for the call to gather. 
After a few hours, the shout goes out, “It’s time!” The living room 
fills up with sixty teens and adults circling the double bed, three 
people deep. I push for a spot at the front as I’m too short to see 
over anyone’s head. But I’m off to the side, so I don’t have a good 
view anyway. Esther asks for more hot water to wash her hands. 
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“I’m just going to check how far dilated she is,” she explains to the 
silent audience as she moves with calm precision. 

Auntie Jeannie is sitting in the middle of the bed propped up 
on pillows with her frizzy hair making a big red halo around her 
sweaty face. How can she stand having all these people watch her 
with her legs spread? I think cringing. But she ignores us all, her 
attention focused on her quick breaths and Esther’s words. 

There is a calm excitement. Her hand inside of Auntie Jeannie 
up to the wrist, Esther slowly feels around. Then, I see Esther’s 
face go slack in surprise. “Oh no, I feel balls,” she whispers. Her 
lips purse, she pulls out her hand and washes it in the bucket. “The 
baby is in breach position,” she announces, trying to sound calm 
and in control, but I can hear the tiny rise of panic underneath.

Not everyone knows what that means. But I do. My mom 
plans to deliver at the hospital because her baby has stubbornly 
refused to turn from a breach position. She’s tried massages and 
even hanging upside down, but finally had to accept that her baby 
will have to be born at the hospital. It’s far too dangerous to deliver 
a breach baby at home. 

Esther continues, almost to herself, “I don’t understand, we 
checked at the hospital last week and this baby was in the correct 
head-down position. It’s very unusual for a baby to turn so close to 
birth.” 

I watch as Esther’s iron core, usually absent, steels her back 
and voice. “Okay,” she says to Auntie Jeannie, “it’s too late to get 
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you to the hospital. You are fully dilated. This baby is coming now! 
But once the body is delivered, we will have only three minutes to 
get the baby’s head out or the baby could die.” 

This is crazy. Just getting the baby’s head out is what always 
takes the longest. Mom pushed two hours to get Nina’s head out. 
The body just slips through after the head. I wonder if they will 
send us out of the room now that the delivery is not going to be 
quite so easy or inspiring. I see the thought cross Esther’s face. 
Then she turns to her task, saying to the crowd, “Pray for us! Pray 
very hard.” 

Esther calls one of the uncles to stand on the other side of 
Auntie Jeannie. “When I tell you,” she whispers, “push down hard.” 

We each grab the hands of the person on either side of us, and 
a quiet murmur of prayer flows through the room. It’s not old hat 
now.

With Jeannie’s next push a small slippery white bottom and 
legs slip out covered in blood, but there is no time to admire them. 

“Push!” Esther yells at both Auntie Jeannie and the uncle. 
Auntie Jeannie bears down in desperation, yelling. While the uncle 
standing at her side pushes gently down on Jeannie’s rounded 
stomach. The prayers of the audience get louder and more fervent; 
some of the adults burst into Tongues.

“No!” Esther shouts at him. “Push hard! Push down with all 
your strength. We have to get this baby out now!” Esther is pulling 
as hard as she safely can using her fingers to move Jeannie’s cervix 
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and get the baby’s head out. I’m gripping my neighbor’s hand 
so tightly our hands have gone numb. Someone with a watch is 
calling out the minutes. One minute, two, three, four, five. 

“Come on, Jeannie! You can do it! Bear down with all your 
might!” With a warrior’s yell, Jeannie gives a final push, the uncle 
pushes hard looking scared, Esther pulls, and little Andy breaks 
free. Esther holds him upside down and spanks him smartly on his 
bottom – a rude awakening. 

His cry is the best sound. Esther has tears in her eyes as many 
of the women do, when she lays little Andy on his mother’s breast. 

Shouts of “Praise the Lord! Hallelujah!” go up from the crowd. 
Auntie Jeannie smiles tiredly. 

“Praise the Lord for a healthy baby!” Esther says in relief.

“Okay, everyone out!” Esther commands, “Let’s give the new 
mother some rest before we take her to the hospital.” In Macau, 
even though this was a home birth, Auntie Jeannie still must go to 
the hospital for a doctor to issue a birth certificate and give her a 
check-up. 

As we file out, I notice the shell-shocked look on the faces of 
many of the teen girls. I hear one whisper, “Jesus, I don’t think I 
want to get pregnant.” Like we have a choice, I think.  

The following night, Mom goes into labor. This is one breach 
birth we are prepared for. I grab her already packed baby bag and 
hospital bag, and we climb into the van with Dad driving.  
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The doctors won’t let me in the birthing room, so I sit in the 
waiting room. An hour later, Mom is in her hospital room bed and 
hands me my baby brother. He is wrapped in a small patchwork 
blanket that us teen girls sewed for him. His little fist pushes out 
and his mouth opens in a big yawn. He is the cutest, most beautiful 
baby I’ve ever seen. I kiss his fuzzy forehead and smell his baby 
skin. 
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CUT FROM CHAPTER 17

[PAGE 223]

My father, unflaggingly positive, says losing our animals is an 
opportunity. He reaches out to some old connections at the Jockey 
Club, and soon we are offered several thoroughbreds that need a 
retirement home. 

“We’ll start a horse boarding and riding school,” Dad says, “and 
we’ll make money catering to the local government officials.”

 It sounds like a good idea, except for the fact that these 
horses have been trained at one speed only - fast. Jockey horses are 
ridden hard and retired young, often after only two years of racing. 
They’re not at all suited for beginners. When one of them gets it in 
their head to race, there’s no stopping them. 

Dad and I go to the Jockey Club to check out a new horse he 
has been offered. I try my best at horse whispering and sidle up to 
the new recruit clucking gently. He’s been locked in his stall for 
weeks without exercise, champing at the bit, going crazy with the 
flies and hot sun. We walk the jittery horse from his stall to the 
sandy exercise ring. The horse’s New Zealand trainer and a small 
crowd of Malaysian work riders jump up on the fence to watch. 

My dad asks if I’ll take the horse for a test run, and despite 
the fear fluttering in my stomach, I say “sure.” After throwing one 
leg up and over, before even settling in the seat, the thoroughbred 
is off at a full racing run. I let him circle a few times to bleed off 
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speed before I start to rein him in, turning his head progressively 
further and further to one side until he’s forced to run in a smaller 
and smaller circle. The horse doesn’t like this trick; he’s not ready 
to slow down. Instead of following my lead, he starts rearing and 
bucking, sending me sailing right over his head. I land on my feet 
in front of him, still clenching the reins so tightly that my fingers 
are bleeding around the nail beds. He rears up, hooves flying to 
crush me, I hear my dad yell, “Let go of the reins!” 

I drop them not a second too soon, and the hooves pound the 
dirt just inches away. Shaking, I walk to a bucket of water to wash 
the blood from my hand while the Jockey Club work riders chase 
down the horse. 

My dad jumps up on him and rides him hard for ten minutes, 
and then he says, “Want to try again?” 

I look at that horse knowing the crazy hasn’t been ridden 
out of him yet, but I won’t back down in front of all those people. 
“Alright,” I say. 

Our daily Devotions is now perhaps a few times a week, 
“You’re old enough to study the Mo Letters on your own during 
nap time,” Mom tells me. Dad is up at dawn to take care of the 
horses working with our faithful Chinese worker, John. John has 
earned enough working with us to buy himself a comfortable 
house in Mainland China, but he continues to commute by ferry to 
Hac Sa every day to work with my dad.
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In the afternoon, I help Dad exercise the horses and teach the 
riding students. My father spends all his time down at the Farm 
with the horses. There are always building projects to fix fences 
and build new cement stalls for more horses. 

The smell of sweaty horse and leather, oil and hay, piss and 
sun mingle in my nose as I stand on my toes and struggle to pull 
the twenty-pound saddle from Shadow’s back. Shadow is too 
boring and placid for me, but a perfect riding horse for children 
and beginners. Marcus is a sullen fellow who once ripped open 
the side of his face on a fence trying to escape being tied up. The 
vet stitched him up nicely, and he lost none of his attitude. When 
we get a Chinese cowboy, who wants to whoop and whip, we put 
him on Marcus and sit back for the show. It usually only takes a 
few minutes. Marcus has many tricks: grabbing the bit in his teeth 
and pulling the reins out of the would-be cowboys’ hands, then 
wandering around eating grass while his rider complains and flails 
his arms and legs in futility. His specialty is to gallop headlong, 
then stop suddenly, dig in his front hoofs, bowing his head down, 
so the cowboy sails through the air, flailing to make a hard landing 
in the sawdust riding ring. The now chastened “cowboy” is usually 
easier to instruct. 

But my favorite horse is Taurug. He’s the biggest and 
strongest, over six feet tall with a huge head like a dinosaur. We 
call him Taurug after the god of the volcano that Grandpa wrote 
about in his letter on Tenerife. In addition to our original three 
Quarter Horses, we have eight thoroughbreds. 
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Thoroughbreds are pretty and dainty, but compared to 
Taurug, they are puny weaklings, falling sick or going lame over 
the least little thing. Marcus had half his face torn off, for goodness 
sake, and was perfectly fine a few days after the vet sewed him up. 
But one little rock in their hooves, and a thoroughbred will limp 
around like his leg is broken. What a wuss.

I only ride the thoroughbreds to exercise and retrain them 
from racing horses into riding horses. I ride Taurug for fun. My leg 
stretches painfully to my chest just to get my toe into the stirrup. 
But as I swing up onto his back the world shifts, drops away and 
I’m above it all. The air is brighter above everyone’s heads. I feel 
elegant and strong – his height is my height. His huge body quivers 
between my legs. All my senses are on full alert.

I am at once strong and weak – able to control this one-ton 
monster, yet always aware that he could overpower me, throw me, 
crush me, in an instant. My five-foot, 100lb frame is a fly on his 
back, yet his ears twitch back to hear my signals. We are partners, 
he and I. I listen to his body, his excitement, his desire to run free. I 
only hold back his power to protect us. 

As we near the beach, he begins to prance, his metal 
horseshoes striking sparks on the poured cement road. I wrap the 
reins around my hands tighter pulling his huge head towards me. 
We must cross the busy street with cars and pedestrians safely 
before we hit the nearly deserted mile long black sand beach. The 
sand is his only racecourse, since he retired from being a $1million 
champion racehorse at the Trotting Club in Macau. 
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As we step onto the sand, he flings his huge head back to 
loosen my grip. “I know what you want, old boy.” I gather my body 
and shorten the reins, squeezing the leather saddle between my 
thighs and rising into a crouch. 

“Let’s go!” 

He shoots off the mark like a gun has gone off. The wind 
whips my hair as we race towards the water and turn slightly to 
run in the damp packed sand at the water’s edge. Clumps of wet 
sand flick into my mouth, I spit as I hold my balance. Riding the 
thunder as his hooves pound the sand – water and dirt flying 
around me. I see a ditch carrying water from the road runoff to 
the ocean. He leaps and we sail over it without a pause.  This is his 
time – his time to be free. I give him his head. “Hiya!”  I urge him 
even faster and feel his joy in the race. 

As we near the end of the beach, the huge pile of boulders 
is coming up much too fast. I lean back in the saddle, pulling 
with all my weight, the reins biting painfully into my hands. He 
doesn’t want to slow down; he tosses his head to fight me. But 
the approaching boulders mean broken legs and death. Quickly, I 
switch tactics. I pull hard on one rein, nearly releasing the other. 
Forcing his head to twist further and further left towards the 
water. Fear gives me strength I didn’t know I had. I try not to lose 
my seat as we wrestle. He slows, turning just in time. We dance 
through a few of the smaller boulders sticking up out of the sand 
and swing around to face the long race-track of unbroken sand. My 
stomach is still in free fall from our near miss on the rocks, but I 
yell, “Hah! Let’s go!”  A racehorse needs to run free. 




