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The story: ‘Happy’ Liu is apprehended at Xi’an railway station attempting to carry a corpse, that of his friend Wufu, wrapped up in a bedding roll onto the train. 
Happy has come to Xi’an with Wufu in search of work. He has adopted a new name, ‘Happy’, to mark the beginning of a better life, but fails to persuade Wufu to do the same (Wufu objects that his name, which means ‘5 riches’, has never brought him any  riches at all.)The ‘fixer’ from their village finds them a place to live and sets them up as rubbish collectors. Their job is to go out every day with handcarts, buy rubbish from householders and offices, and sell their haul on to a couple who run a collection yard who, in turn, sell it to the municipal rubbish tip on the city outskirts. 
Happy and Wufu settle down in the city. Happy gets into fights with housewives who mistrust his scales (the rubbish is bought and sold by weight); and squabbles constantly with Wufu and others from their courtyard whom he tries, unsuccessfully, to educate out of using bad language. He treasures a fragment of mirror glass (although he has to rescue it from Wufu who has been using it to peel potatoes) and buys the high-heeled shoes mentioned in chapter 1, as a promise that he’ll find a woman who’ll wear them for him. A young couple join them in their courtyard lodgings, and there are colourful scenes where the woman accuses the man of blocking the communal toilet, and keeps the single men awake and aroused at night with her noisy orgasms. In the local streets, Happy criticises the stall-holder who has mis-written the character for ‘eggs’. When the taxi-drivers who use the area under the bridge where he and Wufu sort their rubbish as a urinal, he scrawls on the wall ‘No pissing or shitting here’, adding, as a triumphant after-thought: ‘… or your tool will be confiscated’. Happy plays his flute on the streets not, as he points out, as a busker, but to amuse himself. He acquires a pair of cast-off leather shoes for himself, by telling Wufu, who found them, that he’s too much of a hick to wear leather – he’d be arrested as a thief. 
Happy, along with all the other migrant workers who inhabit Xi’an, do constant battle with petty bureaucracy. Most often they come off worst, but on one occasion, Happy manages to turn the tables on the local sanitary inspector and avoid a fine for spitting in public, by posing as a cadre and accusing the inspector of not wearing his sleeve badge to identify himself. Their activities on the margins of society sometimes land them pair in trouble, as when Happy and Wufu find a stash of hospital waste from which they can extract syringes and other saleable material – until the police find out and they narrowly avoid arrest.
Happy strongly objects to being looked down on as a migrant worker and wants to be accepted as a Xian city-dweller. These feelings come into sharp focus when he finds a briefcase in the street. It contains money, a mobile and a number of other valuable items. After some heart-searching, he tells his ‘fixer’ friend who arranges for Happy to return the briefcase for a reward (of which the ‘fixer’ takes the lion’s share). Happy is convinced that the businessman who lost it is the very man to whom he donated his kidney, and speculates to himself that fate has brought them together in this vast sea of a city. 

A love interest develops when Happy meets a girl, Yichun, from the beauty salon over the road. Yichun is a migrant worker who works as a prostitute. She makes no attempt to hide what she does, but Happy is almost comically devastated when he finds out. She tells him her story: her boyfriend beat her up and she ran away to a relative's house. In her absence, the boyfriend then went to her parent's home, killed her elder brother and fled to a distant part of China. The local police are demanding a large sum of money to pay for them to travel there and arrest him, and it is to them that she sends the money she earns. Happy helps her by giving her some of his earnings, and she offers to sleep with him as a ‘thank you’ . For a while he resists, but eventually there is a touching scene where they end up in bed together. Happy is jubilant: ‘At last, I, Happy Liu, have a sex life!’ he exclaims.
In a further twist, the kidney-recipient businessman is her patron/pimp. Happy is jealous of his relationship with Yichun but the man treats him as a friend, and introduces him into entirely different social milieux. Happy turns to him for help when Yichun is arrested and imprisoned for prostitution. Her erstwhile patron, however, refuses to help get her bailed out. In desperation, Happy and Wufu take work on a construction site. The working and living conditions are appalling, far worse than the tolerably comfortable existence they have been used to in town, but they are promised the kind of money which will enable Happy to get Yichun out of prison. However, things do not go according to plan: their wages are not paid on time, and in any case Wufu has a seizure and dies. It is left to Happy to fulfil his promise to his friend, and get his body back home for burial. He decides to take the train……
……………………………….
The importance of the book

In Happy, Jia has written a brilliant novel - as one would expect from a versatile and accomplished writer. The entire novel is ‘narrated’ by the eponymous hero, a character who is by turns belligerent and foul-mouthed, ever-optimistic, pretentious, innocent, stoical and unwittingly funny. A touch of Charlie Chaplin, in fact. 
The countryside and the peasants who inhabit it have inspired most of Jia’s writing hitherto. But now he shifts his focus to Xi'an, a vast, sprawling metropolis and magnet for the poor peasants who migrate there in search of work. It would be easy to lapse into sentimentality, given the story and its hero, but Jia instead gives us a clear-eyed and entirely unsentimental view of urban life for the under-dog. He does not pull any punches - the brutality of big city life for migrant workers is graphically described, as are their often hopeless struggles to survive in a harsh environment where the odds are stacked against them. For instance, illness is dreaded, in particular, because, however good the local hospitals, the workers have no money to pay for treatment. (See last part of the translated extract.)
In Happy, Mr JIA achieves something more than just an entertaining story, largely thanks to the finesse with which he portrays the protagonist, Happy. In Happy, we have a character who, although living a life different in almost every way from that of potential readers, is eloquent, thoroughly human and ultimately sympathetic.
………………………………………………..

Currently being made into a film to be called ‘King of Trash’, directed by Ah Gan (Ghosts, 2002), starring Guo Tao (Crazy Stone) and Lin Chia-hsin (Heroic Duo). 
………………………………………………..
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