PATHLIGHT
No.2 / 2012
Second Edition 2012
ISBN 978-7-119-07780-2
© Foreign Languages Press Co. Ltd, Beijing, China, 2012
Published by Foreign Languages Press Co. Ltd.
24 Baiwanzhuang Road, Beijing 100037, China
http://www.flp.com.cn E-mail: flp@cipg.org.cn
Distributed by China International Book Trading Corporation
35 Chegongzhuang Xilu, Beijing 100044, China
P.O. Box 399, Beijing, China
Printed in the People’s Republic of China
Fiction
Wang Anyi
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The Dark Alley
T
he gloom of the dark alley comes partly from being hidden from the sun, partly from popular embellishment. Everyone who grew up in the alleys has heard the threats from their parents – “Fuss, and I’ll throw you into the dark alley!” – and been scared into silence. When that generation became mothers and fathers, they used the same words to frighten their children. Two generations of rumor were, you might say, the origins of the dark alley.
The dark alley lies just beyond the end of the main alley, with a narrow passage connecting the two. This passage is actually a drainage ditch, running between the shoulders of two apartment buildings. At some point during the city’s renovation of its sewer infrastructure, it ceased to be used as a drainage ditch, and only a dry channel remained. The apartment buildings crowding it on either side keep sunlight out year-round. Shadowy and oppressive, it is the prelude to the dark alley.
So, what’s in the dark alley? Here the rumors begin. One legend has it that the alley was once a cemetery, and even after concrete was laid and buildings raised, ghost lights would dance there from time to time; another describes it as an execution ground, where Japanese soldiers shot patriots during the war; more modern tales say it was where children had been “pig-skun” – that is, stripped of their clothes and stuffed in a dumpster; or that a girl had hanged herself there after all her family’s cloth and grain rations were stolen. These fears and portents seemed to accumulate as society developed, growing more and more intense, meaning that stories will continue to be told. That is to say, the alley’s malevolence is still active, and could erupt at any time.
That is why the alley excited the local children’s curiosity. It was common to see a knot of exuberant children crowding at the mouth of the passage, daring each other to step inside and walk to the dark alley at the other end. At three or four in the afternoon, the alley seemed less dark, and one could see rays of light shining along it, but at the other end of that cement-colored passage, it seemed all the more unfathomable. One rash child succumbed to the dares and stepped into the passage. The surface of the passage, which was actually once a drainage ditch, was concave, and the child had to straddle the shoulders of the ditch and waddle down it. The first few steps were uneventful, but after a few more, a cloud of insects flew up into the child’s face, then spider webs draped his eyes and a breath of stale, chilly air ran up the legs of his pants. The child twisted around and scrambled back the way he came, without regard for his footing, so that he slid again and again into the ditch and twisted his ankles. Finally he arrived at the mouth of the passage, and saw the light of day, only to find the other children standing in a human wall before him, sealing his exit. The light that shone from his eyes then was in fact the light of terror. That evening, he ran a fever and was taken to the emergency room, and everyone was warned. The dangerous game was put on hold for a while; then the lesson was forgotten, and children once again began crowding around the corridor.
The children of the alleys lived in a man-made world, and their dangers and pleasures were also man-made. If they couldn’t play here, where could they play? Still, no one ever dared go to the far end of the passage again, nor would the group seriously press anyone else to try. The brutal experience did not disappear, but was added to the dark alley’s history. The children avoided going near the corridor alone – of course, egging someone on along with the rest of the group was another matter. What was strange was that you never saw anyone come up the corridor from the end where it met the dark alley; that end was always silent. The alleys, in fact, are the ravines of the city, and people are blind creatures, following the cliff walls without the slightest idea of where they’re being led.
The children would often come here in the afternoon. Supervision was loosest then, after school let out but before their parents had come home. The children dropped their backpacks at home, then went to hang out on the street. The younger kids, who looked up to the students as participants in the world of adult society, slowly drew close. Sometimes, a middle school student or two would appear among them; then ingratiating smiles would appear on the faces of the elementary school students, too. A middle schooler truly was a full-fledged member of society! He wore leather shoes, pants tucked into his western trousers, and cuffs rolled up to reveal the white lining – called a kefu, probably from the English word “cover” – that indicated authentic urban couture. He had his hands in his pockets, occasionally withdrawing one to smooth the hair at his ears. Since his hair was buzzed almost down to the scalp and there wasn’t much to smooth, it would go right back in his pocket. In an instant, his stylish air was established. He had no need to speak; the merest motion of his lips conveyed his attitude, and made him master of the situation. Thus the stratified society of children, ordered according to age. As the elementary school students competed for the middle-schoolers’ favor, everyone talked at once, while the pre-school students merely gaped silently, their existence entirely overlooked by everyone else.
Now, however, the dark alley game had all social classes excited. They ganged up and pushed one of their number toward the corridor. He fought to break loose, grabbing hold of the child nearest him and pulling him into his place. The group pressed forward, not caring who went in, while the close-quarters game of “tag” continued on the front line. The elementary students were at the heart of the commotion; the middle-schoolers didn’t deign to participate, though their loud laughter effectively spurred the mob on to greater madness. Even the youngest were caught up in the moment, screeching and scampering around the fringes of the crowd, tripping over others’ legs. The mouth of the dark alley remained silent. A ray of light swept down the passage; the spider webs glowed briefly, then vanished. The children jammed themselves into the mouth of the passage, their backs colliding with the rough concrete walls, feet already treading the floor of the ditch. The crowd boiled with anxious, frenzied shouts, as if they stood at the edge of an abyss.
The weaker children, lacking the strength and fervor of those on the front line, were thrust to the fringes of the group. Unequal to this brutal, dangerous game, they stood at the margins. Suddenly, one of them felt a blow to his lower back – not hard, but so unexpected he nearly stumbled. Turning his head in surprise, he discovered it was a girl even younger than he, her face flushed pink. She rushed him again. He reacted slowly, and took another blow. She hopped up and down in excitement, her face growing redder, the fine hair of her bangs plastered to her sweaty forehead. The children had reached a fever pitch of chaos and reason was abandoned. He adjusted his position on the outside to avoid becoming entangled with her, but she mistook his maneuvering for fear and rushed him again. Clearly, she’d chosen him as her playmate.
He gave way to her; she followed him relentlessly. One yielded, the other advanced, and he was forced away from the group, all the way back home. The girl didn’t follow him that far – unwilling to leave the excitement, she halted, watching his back regretfully as it receded, farther and farther, turning at last into a side street. The flowery branches of an oleander bush hung over one corner of a courtyard wall. The boy slipped underneath the flowers and disappeared.
It was the season when the oleanders bloom, and the days were growing longer. The children spent more time loitering outside as their parents, deceived by daylight, grew negligent. Even as evening came and the larger gatherings dispersed, a scattering of lost soldiers wandered the alleys, spirits still high, grasping at the hope of another assault though the moment had already passed. The young boy had grown up under stricter discipline, and as he grew older he took part in the supervision of his younger brothers. Every day he returned home before his parents left work to help his grandmother set the table and serve supper. As he passed between the kitchen and the dining room he cast a glance at the back door of the kitchen, which hung slightly ajar. In the crack between the door and the jamb, he saw one eye, dark and round: the little girl who had pushed him had somehow discovered where he lived. His hands full of bowls, he used his elbow to push the door closed, shutting the eye in the gathering darkness outside.
Later, he began to notice her more frequently. She was one of the pre-school children who followed the older ones around, though for some reason she always kept her distance from the rest. Even though children of her age had their own society, their own alliances – hanging on each others’ necks and whispering as they went about – she was often alone, leaning against a wall with her hands behind her back, or one leg cocked up, disdainfully watching her fellow children play. With the bigger kids, her face immediately turned eager. And yet, at these times, she was the one given the disdainful look. Just think: who would pay attention to her? The pack was made up solely of older boys – girls their age were already shut up at home, practicing propriety – and the youngest kids, who were practically genderless.
She looked lonely, leaning by herself against the wall. He shot an unthinking glance in her direction – a glance she caught, alert as a hunting dog. She moved towards him; he pretended not to see her, and circled the perimeter of the group to the other side. He was always on the margins, his character ensured that. He never led the others; leaders need a pioneering instinct and a desire for power. Nor did he display the loyalty bordering on blind faith that was necessary for a follower. All in all, he was suited to be neither a general nor a minister, but an observer. In a way, he resembled an artist, who lacks the ability to act yet who is sensible of the pleasures of action, who finds enjoyment in nullity. So he was present for all the alley games, including the fights and troublemaking. It was inevitable that from time to time he would be recognized in the crowd and dragged in front of his parents, to be scolded or beaten. His mother and father were models of parental responsibility in the neighborhood, and never covered up for him. The other face of this morality was that the child never protested at unjust treatment. That entire generation of children grew up amid punishment and injustice.
As he sidled a few steps around the group, the girl followed him. He shifted a few steps more, and she advanced again. Thus they made an entire circuit of the crowd, as if they were turning a millstone. Today’s game wasn’t the dark alley, but rather “Cops and Robbers.” It began with two leaders of the gang facing off with rock-paper-scissors over who would be cops and who robbers, and then choosing their troops. The strongest, most agile children were always those first chosen, followed by the popular, sociable ones. He belonged to the second group, and was usually picked by the third or fourth round. The teams in place, a sudden “Go!” scattered the robbers while the cops ran to cut them off. Any robber who was tagged was instantly dead. Were that the end of it, it would be simple enough, but alley games share in the subtlety of the real world, and there was a way out: should a pursued robber stand still before being touched by a cop, that meant surrender, and he would be taken to “jail” instead of being executed. To a robber, of course, if you have your life you have everything – all he had to do was wait until a confederate charged in and touched him to excape from jail and return to his life of crime. The whole alley was in uproar with the pattering of feet, the sound of bodies hitting bodies, hands slapping hands, the yells of the jail breakers, the scheming of the inmates and the orders being shouted to the cops. The pre-school children stood on tiptoe against the wall, attempting to plaster themselves to its surface as cops and robbers rushed back and forth amid great clamor and disturbance. They were covered in dirt from head to toe, and suffered the occasional punch, yet dangerous as the situation was, none of them thought of leaving. They simply stood and watched, faces pale and eyes filled with admiration and envy.
He found himself in jail early on. A hair’s breadth away from the reaching hand of a cop, he was able to plant both feet and escape death. Several attempts to save him were obstructed by the cops; one of his band was even sacrificed. In the middle of all this, someone walked out from the corner of the wall right to him, and smacked him on the shoulder – it was the little girl. He wanted to slip away from her, but was forbidden to move by the rules. She smacked him again, this time exhorting him, “Run!” She believed she could free him, while he, unable to explain, could only wonder why she was so fixated on him. The girl slapped him a third time, beginning to lose her patience. He could only express his irritation by turning on his heel and going home.
Abandoning the game was disrespectful to both cops and robbers, and in their collective anger the boys sent one of their number to knock on his back door. The door was shut tight. After several knocks it opened, but it was his grandmother who came out. They demanded she hand him over; the grandmother replied he was inside doing his homework, and if he didn’t do his homework, his mother would scold him. They had no choice but to turn back in defeat, re-arrange teams and begin another round.
The little girl crept up to his house. The back door was now ajar, and a slight push revealed a hallway leading directly to a room opposite, the door wide open and seemingly no one inside. In fact, he had seen her. He was sitting at a table in a far corner of the room, his textbook open in front of him. His vantage point allowed him to see all the way down the corridor and through the back door. The back alley was filled with the colors of sunset, in which a little silhouette stood.
In the two days that followed, he came straight home after school and didn’t go out. Regardless of the tumult in the alley he sat at home, and when his homework was done he drew pictures on his notebook paper: tanks, warships and cannons, as well as ancient bows and swords. He once again caught sight of the little silhouette lingering at the back door, cautiously inching its way inside, already inside the hallway. He circled around to the door of his room and, concealed behind the doorjamb, silently pushed it shut. Yet at dinner the child appeared again, right in the doorway. His mother asked her whose kid she was, but she gave no response. She asked who she was looking for – again no response. So they ignored her, and went on with their meal. He lowered his face, almost into his rice bowl, knowing perfectly well who she was looking for. After a moment, a woman in a blue smock with short sleeves and her hair in a bun came and led the child away. Grandma recognized her; she was a maid of one of the families in the side-alley beside theirs. The father and mother were both cadres in the municipal government, too busy to raise their child, which was why she was so ill mannered.
He stewed at home for a few more days, but couldn’t stay there forever. He went out again only to find the alley unnaturally quiet. Clearly some momentous change had taken place during the days he’d stayed indoors – it was like coming out to plow in mid-December. The older kids had disappeared, and the alleys belonged to the young ones. They were so young they didn’t really know how to play, nor did they have anything to play with: their broken toys were all hand-me-downs from older brothers and sisters. Snapped jump ropes, knotted up a hundred ways; cracked marbles barely more than shards of glass; decks of playing cards missing heaven knows how many cards – with these they learned the rules of children’s games, patiently waiting to grow up. This was the inheritance of the alley society. The poor little creatures lived perpetually under the direction of the bigger kids, keeping out of their way, an interstitial existence. Now they were faced with the full majesty of the alleys, their world had expanded overnight. Still they kept their hands to themselves and bodies to the wall, as if they dared not believe it. There was a certain grandeur to their withdrawal, as if they were holding their breath on the eve of inheriting this world.
As he gazed around in confusion one of the children emerged from the group and ran straight for him. It was the girl, her face showing the excitement of greeting an old friend. Instinctively, he fell back a step, but she was already right in front of him. “I know where they are!” she said. She spoke so directly to his thoughts that he stopped in his tracks. “I’ll help you find them,” she added. As she spoke she set off in front of him, walking a few paces and then turning her head. Sure enough he was right behind her; reassured, she walked on, her expression now one of concentration. The children by the wall stopped playing with their broken toys and watched the two proceed, the fox leading the tiger.
The girl led him out of the side alley and down towards the end of the main alley. She set foot into the passage to the dark alley, then drew it back, spun around and giggled, “Tricked you!” He’d been fooled – by a little girl, no less – and his face darkened. He was just about to turn and leave when she ran up and stopped him, saying, “They’re just over there!” Then he became aware of the sound of voices, coming from an intersection at the end of the main alley. There was an iron gate set into the fence there, leading onto a side road, which everyone called simply “the gate.” The people were all gathered there. He hurried toward the noise, leaving the girl behind him.
It turned out that for the past two days, the children his age had been engaged in a full-scale resistance movement, fending off invasion by the children from the next alley over. After school was out in the afternoon, the gangs would gather on either side of the gate. The local kids would close the gate and throw the bolt; the invaders would grab hold of the gate and yank on it, causing the iron fence to clash loudly back and forth. Annoyed residents needing to pass through the gate would push on it in visible impatience, and the defenders were obliged to draw the bolt and let them through. The invading children would try to spill in through the open gate, but the defenders were quick, and forced them back. The gate itself was a single narrow door of iron, and was naturally much easier to defend than to push through. The children from the next alley launched several offensives, sometimes managing to get the door open and keep it that way, but that was as far as they got. As the local children were struggling at the peak of heroism, one of their small comrades ran to the group to report breathlessly that the enemy had divided their troops, sending a squad to the other end of the alley to attempt a frontal assault. Suddenly it was obvious that the crowd at the gate was significantly diminished, and their taunts had an air of insincerity to them. The treachery of war! The defenders immediately split their own forces and sent one group to the main alley. The boy ran over with them, drenched in the feeling of liberation after days of self-confinement. They burst out of the side alley into the main alley. First they heard the shouts of the enemy, followed by a few silhouettes flickering into view, and then a great flood rushed towards them.
The outsiders clearly had the advantage in terms of numbers, as their ranks included children from the main street as well as those from the next alley over. This alley ran through the center of the biggest residential section on the block, with row after row of regular buildings separated by a dozen side-alleys, linked one to another by a long wrought-iron fence. The defenses were secure, a formidable line which itself provoked the desire to invade. The children on the inside felt themselves to be tragically embattled – after all, the biggest alley was still only a single alley, and even with everyone mobilized they were few. The world outside their alley, on the other hand, was open to society at large. But it was precisely this cloistered nature of their alley community that gave its young residents a sense of tight-knit unity, conducive to strategic coordination. The soul of the group was Sergeant, the middle school student, so named because he was the second-oldest child in his family. He was an idea man, and did not take action himself. It was he who posted sentries at the mouth of the alley, while his presence during the enemy’s diversion kept the local children collected and ready to defend. When battle was joined at the mouth of the main alley, seeing him jogging beside them like a coach at game time was enough to harden their resolve.
Under the direction of Sergeant they charged to the mouth of the main alley and spread out in a defensive formation, closing the main gate and standing guard over it even as they formed a human wall at the mouth of the main alley. Sergeant caught sight of the boy among the crowd, and yelled, “You’ve brought your sister at a time like this?!” He looked down: the girl was right behind him, trying to catch hold of his sleeve as she stumbled along. He knocked her hand away and stepped quickly forward, charging right into the oncoming enemy. The first to engage, he slammed up against another child, and the two grappled as behind them innumerable hands tangled together. The local children brought the two halves of the main gate slowly together, first shoving the attackers between them, then driving them outside, and finally yanking their own people back in and standing in a wall at the opening, creating a clear line between attackers and defenders. The old man who volunteered as gatekeeper was hopping with rage, cursing both sides indiscriminately. Still, his duties inclined him to stand with the defenders, and he waded bravely into the mob, yanking open the gate and snapping at the rebels outside, “Rascals! Just try breaking in here again!” His words were few, but the enemy fell back a step or two before his imposing bearing. The local children were victorious.
On the way back to camp, Sergeant made a point of walking over and asking, “Brought your little lady, huh?” This time it was a taunt, and the others laughed and pretended to look around him for the “little lady.” The little lady herself was long gone, vanished into a corner somewhere. He wanted to explain that she wasn’t his “little lady,” that in fact she had nothing to do with him – but how could he hope to stand up to Sergeant? Theirs was a world of power politics, a world that cared nothing for innocence or guilt. He shut his mouth. Besides, a much greater misfortune still awaited him: a beating from his mother. His brand new yellow-and-khaki jacket had been left an absolute mess by the afternoon’s struggles, the seams at the shoulder and sleeve had tore open in places. Once home, he didn’t even have time to beg his grandmother’s help before his mother walked in the door. This household was the most disciplined in the neighborhood; the children left the house clean and smartly dressed, and behaved themselves. What made his mother furious was not so much the jacket as the failure of self-restraint it signified. The price for that night’s education was a snapped wooden clothes hanger.
The following morning, his grandmother, both sympathetic to her grandson’s sufferings and proud of her family’s standards, passed on the news of his beating to everyone she met on the way to the vegetable market. Soon, the whole alley knew that he had had a clothes hanger broken over his rear. This caused some parents to reflect that their own punishment the day before had lacked severity, and they thus decided to administer a second round that evening. He would never be able to leave the house again: he bore the marks of fresh punishment – not on his flesh, but on his self-respect. By the age of ten, a boy is nearly a young man. He considers himself older than his age, above suffering the punishments of a child. Yet it was his misfortune to be born into a family with stiff-necked parents and a talkative grandmother. At least it was a Sunday: he wasn’t going out, and his playmates, knowing he’d been punished, didn’t dare come find him. That evening, his parents took his brothers to their uncle’s house to play, while he stayed at home with his grandmother. She worked with her sewing machine, he read through a stack of old comic books, top to bottom, and the time quietly passed. His grandmother told him to put a kettle on the coal stove to boil, so he got up and went into the kitchen. By now it was past three o’clock, and the afternoon sunlight that filled the alley spilled in around the door. Sunday afternoons are always quiet, and today, with the children all chained inside by their parents, the alley was at complete peace. Once in the kitchen, he glanced through the half-opened door and to his surprise saw the girl there – she had been crouched opposite the door, probably for a long time, and now hopped up and ran over to him. Still that same warm look on her face, even a trace of pity, though whether it was sincere or just a mask one couldn’t tell. He suddenly felt angry: if it hadn’t been for her, he wouldn’t have gotten involved in the fight, wouldn’t have suffered the humiliation that followed it. In a rage he slammed the door. The sound of it closing was followed by sharp, desolate cry, and he knew he’d hurt her. Yet he wasn’t worried; instead, a feeling of exaltation rose up from his feet, sweeping away the depression that had oppressed him. He’d finally taken back what the world owed him.
Perhaps because she’d been hit, the little girl stopped following him around, and on the rare occasion their gazes met both immediately looked away. Yet Sergeant’s teasing had only just begun. He called the little girl over to their group – when Sergeant calls, who dares not heed him? The little girl stood in front of Sergeant, her head tilted all the way back so she could see him. Her young compatriots at the outskirts of the group looked on in silence. Sergeant ordered her to call him “Godfather;” she replied, “You’re not Godfather. You’re Sergeant.” Everybody burst out laughing – this kid was really something. The pre-school kids typically craved the attention of the big kids, but this was like seeing a sheep charge into a wolf pack, and they were uneasy. They backed up against the wall and fell silent. Sergeant replied, “If you call me Sergeant, then what’ll you call him?” He pointed over at him. The girl looked at him, her expression fell, and she said nothing. Sergeant went on, “You should be calling him ‘brother.’ Say it!” The laughter intensified. He laughed too, but his face was stiff. “Say it!” Sergeant demanded. The girl shook her head. Sergeant was losing face, and a couple of the big kids next to him helped bully the girl, pressing her to say “brother.” Yet she was stubborn, and kept her mouth shut tight. Sergeant gave himself a way out: “Forget it, forget it. Let her go.” The girl slid out of their group and back to hers.
Today, the pre-schoolers were gathered at the mouth of the passage leading into the dark alley, peering toward its other end and hopping in excitement. Their interest was a means of imitating the big kids: another way in which the myth of the dark alley was passed on. It was a sort of rite of passage, something they had to undergo before they grew up. By now, the big kids had lost interest in the dark alley, yet as he passed by a question occurred to him: why hadn’t the invading kids come through the passage? It was completely open and unguarded. His gaze lingered on the passage for a moment, then as he looked away his eyes swept over the little girl. He saw her shrink back, and knew she was afraid of him. He quickened his steps to catch up with the group and kept on walking.
Activity in the alley followed its own cyclical rhythms. Periods of excitement were followed by moments of relative calm. During those moments, the alley seemed particularly empty. From time to time a child would come out and walk about the alley, yet even if he happened to run into an old playmate, the other would receive him indifferently, and he would eventually return home in dejection. These solitary wanderers only added to the bleakness of the alley’s atmosphere. It was hard to pinpoint a cause. Perhaps the natural leaders were sick, or visiting relatives, leaving the group without guidance; or school exams were getting close; or parents were tightening disciple. In actuality, it was likely there was no reason, it was merely part of a natural process like the rising and falling of the tides. The alley has its own ecology, too, and children are highly primitive animals whose behavior often reflects natural law. During these lulls, the children were scattered in hidden spaces, independently sowing the seeds of the next round of chaos. This they did unthinkingly – you might say blindly – except that when they came together again a hidden intention would be revealed, as they all began to act in concert. As if it had been prearranged, everyone began playing the same game, using the same new slang or communicating by the same hand signals. This was also an ecological effect, as the common environment forced the development of similar characteristics in individuals. This period of individual seclusion was like hibernation, like caterpillars undergoing metamorphosis or sprouts secreting hormones, as every child in his little nest twisted and labored to lay the next golden egg. Those who didn’t, who roamed the alleys looking for games, were like sleepwalkers, peering around with empty and listless eyes, even under the noonday sun. The walls and concrete surfaces were unnaturally clean, and the whole alley turned a pale white.
Today, his grandmother sent him out to buy vegetables – all the children had become good children. He left the apartment, turned out of the side-alley and walked down the main alley. Just as he got to the next side-alley the girl appeared, walking hand-in-hand with her mother. The girl kept her back proudly straight and her gaze fixed forward. He was a good half a head taller than she, so her head only came up to just below his eyes. Her hair was cut in a bob, what people called a “toilet seat” style, and her slender neck appeared between the low curl of shiny black and the white of her collar. He suddenly felt an urge to slap the back of that neck. At the end of the main alley they went their separate ways. He reached the street and crossed over to the grocery store on the other side, bought everything his grandmother had asked for, then crossed back over and cut through into the alley. There was the girl again, walking only a meter or so in front of him. This time she was alone, her mother nowhere in sight. The stem of a lotus seedpod was grasped in one hand, yet she showed no interest in it, as it hung down to the pleats of her suspender skirt. She walked slowly, shoulders hunched and head down. It was clear that her mother had never planned to take her along, but sent her home with a seedpod to placate her. He could see that she was crying – not in the desperate way she had when he slammed the door on her, but in quiet sobs. As they got close to the side-alley where she lived, he quickened his pace to bring himself up beside her, but she didn’t see him. Wholly immersed in her sadness, she was blind to the world around her. He understood she had a world of her own, that no one else could enter.
The next time he saw her was during the next revival of the alley. As if heeding a single call, all the children of the alley came out of doors at once, and like long-separated relatives they sought each other out, greeting and asking after each other, forming into separate cliques. She was among these groups; more gregarious than before, she had her own knot of friends, and they crowded toe-to-toe as they played a cruel game of drown-the-ant-hole. They filled ceramic cups with hose water, which they poured carefully down an ant hole at the base of the wall and waited for the ants to escape. Water came bubbling back up from the hole, soaking their shoes, yet that didn’t stop them from pouring cup after cup. Back and forth she ran between the water faucet and the wall, her face pink with excitement; when he passed by and stepped in her way, she even let out an impatient, “What are you doing!” Her expression bore no trace of injury – children really are forgetful creatures – yet he could see in her a faint shadow of sadness. This was the difference in their ages: he had already begun to think rationally. So he took a step back and let her pass.
The girl had already forgiven him, but Sergeant wasn’t about to. In his heart, Sergeant actually liked him. He liked the melancholy quiet he brought to the group. In the years before adolescence one is crowded with innumerable perceptions and emotions, and without the time to sort through them all it’s inevitable that some will be misdirected. Thus Sergeant expressed his liking in the form of abuse, by teasing him. His weapon was the girl, which itself reflected another characteristic of his age: his interest in the relationship between boys and girls. She wasn’t even old enough to be thought of as a “girl” – all the real “girls” were locked up in their imaginary boudoirs, doing cross-stitch, singing along to movie soundtracks, or whispering private words that not even Sergeant was mature enough to hear. If she had been a real “girl,” Sergeant would have been too scared to say anything. Only among this group of boys, where none were able to see his weaknesses, could he be king.
Now, Sergeant made a point of teasing him about her. When the group played “cops and robbers,” Sergeant forbade him from being picked by either team, the reason being that he’d wrecked the game by bringing his “little lady” along. Excluded from the game he stood and watched for a while, then turned and went home. But Sergeant hadn’t given him permission to go, and he sent a boy over to his house to demand he come back and watch. He didn’t dare stay put – he was afraid of Sergeant. All the children were afraid of Sergeant! Might made right in alley society – one line from an old nursery rhyme, “Pick on the little man, watch it come around again,” did a good job of describing reality in its moralistic language. Sergeant picked a spot for him to stand where he wouldn’t obstruct either the game or Sergeant’s refereeing. He became a prisoner who could never be rescued, standing alone on the margins, an insincere smile on his face as he watched the cops and robbers battle back and forth. Competition was fierce. His misfortune intensified their happiness, and they exaggerated their shouts and laughter, heightening the tension of the game to contrast with his lonely stillness. Sergeant watched the whole scene with satisfaction. He was the director of this drama, and they were only puppets.
Someone smacked him – he turned around and saw the girl, standing by the wall with hands behind her back. He shuffled aside, trying to keep himself separate from her. But Sergeant saw him. “Nobody move!” came the sudden order, and the whole frenzied game froze in an instant. “Get back over there!” Sergeant pointed at his spot. He turned to leave, but Sergeant grabbed him and pushed him back to his place, right beside the girl. As he struggled to free himself she ran over to him, hands still behind her back, and stuck herself between him and Sergeant, whom she glared at with clear provocation in her eyes. He moved again and again she followed, her eyes never leaving Sergeant. Sergeant put a hand on the wall, blocking his way out, leaving him nowhere to go. He didn’t hate Sergeant – he hated the girl and her sense of righteousness. Righteousness had brought him no justice, only endless humiliation. Nor had he ever asked for it; it was being forced upon him. She was doing it for him, but he didn’t owe her anything! Finally, he burst through the lines and ran back home.
He stayed inside over the next few days, and Sergeant for his part sent no one to fetch him. Sergeant was ignoring him on purpose. He had offended Sergeant, and disrespected him. Yet he hadn’t done it intentionally – it was all the girl’s fault. He was filled with resentment. Through the back door he could hear his playmates’ voices, occasionally interspersed with Sergeant’s, which already had the depth and resonance of an adult male. He heard the girl’s voice, one of a chorus of high-pitched shrieks – what was she doing out there? As if she had nothing better to do. He alone was forced to accept public reprimand. The alley in its revival was like springtime, full of growing things and rushing hormones. What a commotion! His brothers were running around in the alley, and all the children were playing except for him: he sat at the table, his eyes fixed on books and paper, calm exterior matched with boiling interior. He had been banished by the world! He couldn’t help but pause in the kitchen and peek out the window. He caught sight of her. She was practicing kicking an old shuttlecock, the kind with feather streamers tied to it. Most of its down was stripped, and one of the feathers had snapped in the middle. Nor was she very good at it: every time the sack went up in the air, it ended up on the ground, and all she could do was pick it up and kick it into the air again. While she played she also had to dodge the legs of the big kids – legs that flew violently in all directions, legs that could grind a kid like her into hamburger. Yet she didn’t seem to care, focusing her attention on her one-woman game. She’s doing pretty well, he thought. Just as the words formed in his mind, the little girl suddenly abandoned her shuttlecock and ran straight for his back door. He hurried to close the door, but she’d already pushed herself into the doorjamb, whispering urgently, “He’s not here!”
He knew exactly who she meant by “he.” He was embarrassed and irritated that a little girl had read his thoughts so clearly, but the alley before him was full of afternoon light and the shadow of the phlox bush opposite his door played over his face. His heart was pounding, so he stood for a moment to collect himself, then opened the door and went out. He put on an air of detached calm, as if he might have left at any time. Stuck one hand in a pocket and even reached up with the other to smooth the hair at his temples, just as Sergeant did. The girl didn’t walk alongside him, but went off on her own to make it clear they had nothing to do with each other. The little trick suggested a certain understanding between them.
He walked over to his playmates. No one particularly noticed his arrival in the group. Clearly, no one had particularly noticed his absence. He was conscious of a mild disappointment, but on the whole felt at ease. They gathered together with nothing to do and not even very much to say, just stood and looked down at each other’s shoes. This was how adolescents had fun, and they were on the brink of adolescence. Sergeant really wasn’t among them, nor did anyone mention him. A sort of joy was running half-hidden through the group. They tried to control themselves but smiled anyway – unusually canny for children their age. A part of the group once more, he also broke easily into a smile. The phlox threw its light and shadow all over their heads and bodies, while the sharp smell of its stamens drove the stale air out of their lungs. As if heeding a single order, all the children looked over in the same direction. A back door at the far end of the alley opened, and out came Sergeant with his mother.
Sergeant was wearing a coffee-colored checkered shirt, tucked into wool pants held up with suspenders. His hair was combed into a side part and shone with mousse. The fashionable attire didn’t make him look mature, but merely highlighted his awkwardness. He lowered his head, training his gaze away from the group. For someone his age, it was an embarrassment to be seen with his mother. His usual slickness gone, he was so plain he seemed to have shrunk. Nobody spoke – even the younger ones stopped their games and hushed up – but only watched him pass and become a silhouette. All of a sudden, and without anyone’s provocation, the whole group broke into laughter. It was the laughter of those who had seen through power and rejected it. Even the young ones laughed, jumping up and down. The group’s laughter echoing around him, Sergeant turned out of the side-alley and disappeared.
In the days that followed, a feigned look of disinterest appeared on the girl’s face every time she looked at him. Carrying her toys as if she really had someplace to be, she walked past him as if he wasn’t there. But then she’d look back at him and smile – a sly smile, as if there were no question about the understanding between them. Unable to deny or refuse her, he could only pretend to ignore her. Thus things were quieter between them.
He was walking home from school one day in September when he discovered the girl walking in front of him with a backpack slung across one shoulder, and knew she’d started school. He took larger steps and was just about to overtake her when she happened to look back. She broke into a smile at once, as though she were both excited and embarrassed to be a student. After looking back, she increased her pace, running and skipping by turns, and looked back at him again. He turned his face away, pretending he didn’t see her. For some reason, the alley was unnaturally tranquil that day. None of the other children had gotten home yet, and it was only she and he, one after the other. She looked back at him once more, ran a few steps onward, then turned and darted sharply into a back door. He looked around and discovered he’d turned early – his place was in the next alley down. All these side-alleys looked the same. Irritated, he turned to run home, and nearly collided with the girl’s caregiver who was supposed to have brought her home from school. He jumped awkwardly to one side, avoiding the woman’s eyes and running for home, thanking heaven Sergeant wasn’t there. It had been a while since Sergeant was out, and even when he did appear, he always seemed in a hurry, going quickly on his way without acknowledging anyone. They were waiting for him, in fact, waiting for him to come back and lead them, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Those who are older are hurt more easily than those who are young, and they heal more slowly.
The first weeks of school were an off-season for the alley. School life after the lazy summer holiday felt fresh and interesting, and the children spent most of their time in the schoolyard. When the entire school gathered in the yard for the morning flag-raising ceremony, she was standing among the children in the lowest grade. She had obviously lost interest in him, now that she had new classmates and teachers. First-graders are often shamelessly fawning towards their teachers and shamelessly disdainful of everyone else. At times he would see the governess walking behind her, while she skipped ahead, not wanting to be followed. Occasionally the governess would stop and wait for her to skip too far ahead before continuing; the girl would turn around in sudden alarm, see her, then continue skipping on. Thus they walked, two steps forward, one step back, all the way to school. He felt truly ashamed to be going to a school with people like this. Luckily, after next year he would graduate and go to middle school.
The girl’s pride was no longer affected, but quite real. Now she really did look right through him. She went arm-in-arm with her female classmates, and they even began to play with real toys. The token they threw in hopscotch was a circle of buttons as wide as a lotus leaf. She had a jump rope made of interlocking rubber bands anchored to wooden handles. They would jump and sing, Asters, asters, light as a feather, blooming in the stormy weather. Both jump rope and nursery rhyme were gifts from their older sisters. When the season came for eating snails, they would spread out across the alley to collect the empty shells, then drill holes in them and string them together into smooth bracelets. Olive pits were a prized material, both smooth and quite hard, qualities that also made them difficult to drill; yet they would grit their teeth and work through them little by little. They began to separate themselves from boys and avoid the younger children, regardless of sex. When older children invaded their territory, they now grumbled as they moved aside, suggesting their courage was beginning to gather. Thus they ushered in a new peak of activity in the alley, as the distribution of power in its society fluctuated and new checks of gratitude and resentment were written. Time seemed to have passed across a threshold of some sorts, and events of only a few months ago now felt like ancient history.
It was a Sunday. His parents had taken his brothers to see relatives in Suzhou; as usual, he stayed behind. He didn’t like going out with his parents, nor did he enjoy hanging out with his brothers, and preferred to stay home with his grandmother. By afternoon he was a bit bored, and he asked his grandmother for ten cents to buy a comic book. The bookstore was on the other side of the road that intersected the main alley, the very place they had once held off the foreign invasion. It being a Sunday, most children were inside spending time with their families, and the alley was very quiet. The shadows cast by the courtyard trees had grown fainter as they began littering the white concrete with leaves. The sky seemed to have grown broader and higher, and was filled with sunlight. A fragrance was faintly detectable in the air – the smell of ripening figs. It was all a bit dazzling for someone emerging from indoors, and he had to close his eyes tight, then stand for a few minutes and let the world seep in through the shadows of his eyelashes. Turning towards the end of the main alley, he saw the girl loitering near the mouth of the narrow passage. He suddenly thought of the dark alley. So long forgotten, yet there it still was, running silently past the other end of the passage, indifferent to whether anyone remembered it or not. The girl was hanging around the near end of the passage, occasionally putting one foot in and then retrieving it, as if she were testing a current. Once she went so far as to advance several steps inside, only to come running back out, looking as if she would cry – the expression of one who had felt both deep temptation and deep terror. She saw him, and her look turned instantly to delight, as if she’d been rescued. She waved at him. He had meant to ignore her, but there was such intense excitement in her face and gestures that he couldn’t help but turn and walk over to her. She was so thrilled at his approach that she nearly jumped into his arms, but he moved aside and continued right into the mouth of the passage. He walked fast, leaving her behind him and stepping straight inside. He first ran into a breath of stale, malignant air, then a spider web. He raised a hand to brush it away, but nothing was there; then he truly felt the aura of the dark alley. Yet the passage was brimming with sunlight, the strip of sky over his head was high and blue, and the young girl was behind him. He knew, without looking back, that she was there. Once, she tried to reach out and catch his shirt, but he evaded her agilely – even in that narrow passage, in that haunted atmosphere, he was as agile as ever. She didn’t try again, but followed obediently behind him. He and she, one after the other, walked straddling the ditch. It slowed them to walk this way, but step after step they made it halfway down. Now the road back was longer than the road ahead, and they had no choice but to advance.
The bottom of the ditch was coated in a layer of dust through which tiny insects crawled, alarmed by their passage. Clouds of midges, thick as smoke, flew before their eyes and brushed their faces. Now they were almost at that unattainable far end of the passage, the end that opened into the alley. Finally, a beam of light struck their faces. They stepped out of the passage and into the alley – the legendary, unknowable dark alley. There they stood, looking around them in a daze. It must run parallel to their own alley, so having come out of the passage, what they were actually faced with was the front alley of this row of houses. A line of dark stone doorways, tightly shut, stood in front of them; as always, most people came and went by their back doors, so the area in front saw little traffic. The alley wasn’t anywhere near as large as theirs – it had no side-alleys, and fewer than ten dwellings all told. Still, its buildings were large and imposing, and the whole place had an ominous air to it. They stood for a while, then started walking toward the end. The girl was quiet, apparently cowed by the surroundings, and followed dumbly behind him. He had long ago stopped thinking of her, he was dumbstruck as well – not because of its strangeness, but on the contrary because it was so entirely like all the others.
At the end of the alley, an even greater revelation occurred: the road it ran into was the same familiar road, and they were right next door to their own alley. The bookstore where he was going to buy comic books was just on the other side. Next to the bookstore was the butcher’s stall on this end of the farmer’s market. Sun was glancing off the chopping block, a few flies whining in the air, and they could even smell fresh meat and wood chips. There was the kitchen store, the market, one after another down the sidewalk, the pattern of daily life present right on the street. It was a noisy little street, particularly full of life. This was where the invasion force had come from. What was once all too familiar now seemed strange to them, and they examined the mouth of the alley with new eyes. Signs for “Injections” and “Knitting” hung over their heads – so this was the dark alley! The curse was broken. He looked back excitedly at her, yet she was completely confused, looking now to the left, now to the right, not sure if what she saw was strange or familiar. He reached out a hand and caught a suspender strap of her dress, tugged it a few times, but she gave no response. As the two of them, elder and younger, stood there on the street, the old gap was closed, if only for a moment. He would soon go into middle school and become a prickly adolescent like Sergeant. She would grow into a proper girl, and be seen no longer in the alleys. Afterwards, what a handsome man he would become! And she, a fresh and graceful lady. There was no telling when they might meet again.
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The Hunter
O
n the Friday afternoon Qi Zishao went hunting in the Qin Mountains, he brought along a woman named Xia Qing. Mr. Wang, a businessman, asked if they were lovers. Qi Zishao said they had only just met, so she counted as an acquaintance: a female acquaintance. Mr. Wang didn’t think taking women hunting was a good idea. It was exhausting and dangerous, and finding lodgings for three nights would be complicated. Qi Zishao cut him off: “Are you afraid of spending money?” Mr. Wang stopped grumbling and brought his jeep around to the flowerbed between Building A and Building B where he pressed down on the horn, one long beep and one short. Two women hurried out of the passageway. The first was fat with stubby limbs that made her look like a duck as she ran. Qi Zishao stared up at the sun, wrinkling his forehead and waiting for her to reach the jeep, then helped Xia Qing behind her carry their various bags, all the while smiling at the chubby woman.
“I tried to phone you, but I couldn’t get through. I was worried you weren’t coming!” Qi Zishao said.
“You were not,” Chubby pulled a face. She looked sexy when she did that. “Now that you’ve met Xia Qing you don’t want to see me anymore, I know. But we’re inseparable, you can’t have one without the other.”
Xia Qing was standing behind the car with a close-lipped smile. Qi Zishao laughed again.
“I’m starting to think you might be lesbians!”
“Maybe we are!”
Mr. Wang had already opened the car door. Chubby put one leg in and drew it back with a cry of surprise as she caught sight of the three hunting rifles of different lengths bundled among hunting caps, hiking boots, army canteens, umbrellas, blankets, and a sack of mineral water. She said, “Director Qi, you really are a hunter!”
“If you’re going to do something, you have to look the part!” Qi Zishao was helping Xia Qing maneuver a large travel bag containing an army tent into the trunk of the car. He lowered his voice: “Did you tell her about the trip?” Xia Qing said, “She was with me when you phoned, I couldn’t keep her in the dark.” Qi Zishao said, “Stupid girl!” Xia Qing said, “I am stupid.” Her blue skirt with its white floral pattern fluttered in the sunlight, and Qi Zishao imagined the whole earth covered with falling petals. Chubby was asking Mr. Wang, “Is this your Mitsubishi? It has a lot of personality, I like this red.” Mr. Wang replied, “It’s a little small, but it comes in handy for driving in the mountains.” Qi Zishao shut the trunk and said quietly, “He’s one of my clients.” He brushed a speck of dirt from the back of Xia Qing’s hand and she hurriedly stuffed the hand into her pocket. Qi Zishao then addressed Chubby: “It’s a good car. Old Wang’s an important businessman!” Chubby said, “You only know important businessmen!” Qi Zishao said: “And beautiful women!” He stepped chivalrously to the front of the car and held the door open: “After you!” But Chubby said, “You’re going to put me in front while you two sit in the back? I’m sitting in the back, too.” She shifted the food, drinks, and equipment into the front seat, heaping them into a mound.
“So you don’t want me to sit in back with you?” Chubby made Qi Zishao sit in the middle, and squeezed herself into the seat. Qi Zishao said: “An unexpected pleasure: I’m like an emperor with my empress on one side and concubine on the other!” He deliberately rocked from side to side and put a hand on Chubby’s knee: “What have you been up to recently?” Chubby: “Up to nothing good!” The four of them guffawed, and Qi Zishao replied: “Well put! Mr. Wang, you see what fun my female acquaintances are?” Chubby: “I’m telling you, next time you go out and don’t call me first, I’ll be angry. You should treat me better, so I can keep supplying you with wholesale beauties. I may be a little fat, but all of my friends are pretty!”
Qi Zishao had met Chubby first, then later on she had introduced him to Xia Qing. One day he had gone to a friend’s house to play mahjong and Chubby was sitting at the table. She had asked whether the bank where he worked could use the uninterruptible power supply she was selling on commission, a high-reliability device that provided backup power for microprocessors. “No problem at all,” Qi Zishao slapped his chest. “It doesn’t matter whose stuff we use – we’ll get rid of the other supplier and use yours!” Yet he never followed up. One day Chubby was there again, and she brought along Xia Qing. Xia Qing was tall and slender and Qi Zishao became reserved, as he always did when he met a beautiful woman. “Are you from Shanghai?” he asked, speaking the standard Chinese dialect stiffly. The woman said: “E’m not.” The moment he heard her accent he knew she was a native of Xi’an. He said, “Who knew Xi’an produced such beautiful women, and so stylish?” That day he talked a great deal, practically a deluge of witticisms, until Chubby said, “Are you in love with her?” He said: “No.” Chubby said: “You can’t hide things from me, don’t imagine you can!” Qi Zishao made an appointment to see Xia Qing at a teahouse the next day. She came as arranged, and Chubby came along, too. There were many things Qi Zishao wanted to say to Xia Qing, but Chubby was constantly at her side. They always arrived and left together, leaving Qi Zishao no chance, but he still helped out with Chubby’s U.P.S. sale.
The Qin Mountains were twenty-five kilometers south of the city. After driving half an hour, they reached the entrance to the Feng Ravine, where the road wound and zigzagged halfway up the side of a canyon. The jeep lurched around the bends and in the middle of the backseat Qi Zishao was pressed one moment against Chubby and the next moment against Xia Qing. Xia Qing was crowded so hard she yelped in pain. Qi Zishao said: “I can’t help falling into you, it has nothing to do with my morals!” When their heads were thrown together Qi Zishao looked into Xia Qing’s eyes and said, “Those are some long eyelashes you’ve glued on.” Xia Qing said they weren’t stick-ons. Qi Zishao brushed them with his hand: they really weren’t stick-ons. “That’s what they mean by natural beauty!” he exclaimed. Mr. Wang’s driving was deliberately wild and the three of them jostled around as if they were dancing. Qi Zishao used the momentum to his advantage and embraced Xia Qing and Chubby, one in each arm, while he urged Mr. Wang to turn up the rear-view mirror and concentrate on his driving. Mr. Wang turned the mirror up, then announced that he wasn’t looking, he couldn’t see anything at all. He could still hear them in the backseat talking about high heels and perfume. Qi Zishao’s position was that high heels were the greatest invention in the world, whereas perfume ruined the characteristic odor of a woman’s body. This provoked Chubby into firm opposition: today she had not worn heels but had sprayed on a strong perfume. Xia Qing promptly gathered both of her feet under her body.
Qi Zishao complimented Chubby’s silk stockings, saying stockings were a woman’s second layer of skin. Chubby said: “You can look but you can’t touch! Do you often go hunting in the mountains?” Qi Zishao said: “Of course, we go hunting most weekends.” Chubby said: “Men with money and power know how to enjoy the good life! Isn’t it illegal for ordinary citizens to have guns? Where did you get your rifles?” Qi Zishao said: “They’re licensed. Would you like a license? I could help you get one.” Mr. Wang said: “It’s true, there’s nothing Director Qi can’t make happen in Xi’an!” Xia Qing said: “I can believe it. If you wanted an atomic bomb, Director Qi would ask if you needed it with a round or a square point.” The jeep braked suddenly. Chubby and Xia Qing slid down off their seats, but Qi Zishao was leaning forward so his head struck the back of the seat in front of him and he shouted in pain. A car in the opposite lane scraped past them as it rounded the bend, followed by a violent clashing of gears. Qi Zishao swallowed his temper and made a joke: “Mr. Wang, are you trying to sacrifice me? Did you see the young woman in that car?”
“Are your eyes really that sharp?” Chubby regained her seat, but her stockings had torn on the hard corner of the seat cushion.
“I have the eyes of a hunter,” Qi Zishao said. “I can tell everything about a woman just at a glance. And she was worth looking at!”
Three heads turned and they saw that the other car had come to a stop some twenty meters behind them. First the driver got out to examine the tires, followed by a woman. Her figure was nice, but she had a hatchet face. The two women said “oh” at the same time, and their jeep turned a bend in the road.
“Director Qi, that’s your type?”
Qi Zishao seemed embarrassed, too. He picked up a rifle from the front seat and aimed it out the window.
“I saw her profile,” he said. “I would have jumped her from the side, but when she turned round I nearly died.”
“Now I can’t help doubting your aim,” Chubby said.
“There’s no hunter in the Qin Mountains whose marksmanship can match mine,” Qi Zishao said. “I once downed two birds with a single bullet!”
“Two birds,” Mr. Wang confirmed. “They landed in a tree, he fired and one bird fell to the ground, then not long after the second bird dropped out of the tree.”
“The second one was frightened out of its wits,” Xia Qing said.
“It takes a real master to bring down a bird without hitting it!” Qi Zishao said.
The women didn’t understand. They looked at each other and tittered.
“Watch me, this time I’ll bag eight or ten pheasants without even shooting directly at them!”
The women kept laughing.
Qi Zishao told them about the last time he and Mr. Wang had gone hunting for mountain pheasants. How they had hidden in a gully, watching a flock of pheasants come to rest on the opposite side of the cliff. Boom! They shot into the air and the pheasants flapped their wings and flew across the gully, landing on the other side of the cliff. Boom! Another shot into the air, and the pheasants flew back to the other side of the cliff. “Mountain pheasants have no brains, just like Xia Qing.” Qi Zishao rapped Xia Qing on the nose. She counterattacked with a pinch. Red-nosed, he went on to tell them about how he and Mr. Wang continued shooting into the air and the pheasants kept flying over and back until one after another they died of exhaustion and fell from the sky like stones.
“Oh.”
The two women were finally convinced that Qi Zishao was a hunter, a proper hunter.
As the jeep progressed deeper into the Qin Mountains, the scenery improved. The mountains closed in around them and opened up again; the clouds gathered and dispersed. The two women were endlessly excited, wondering why they had never driven into the mountains before. It was an excellent place to visit, they should stay the whole next week instead of returning to the city. Qi Zishao said, “Let’s not go back then. We’ll live in the mountains, and when the time comes the six of us will...” Chubby interrupted, “How are you getting six from the four of us?” Qi Zishao said, “There are also the children!” Chubby said: “Don’t you wish!” The jeep drove through a tunnel and after a stretch of darkness arrived at a small mountain village on the other side.
The village was a handful of houses on each side of the river. The people on the near side of the river had set rubber pipes high above the roadside, channeling water down from a mountain spring to wash cars passing through. They also opened earth-walled restaurants whose open windows were hung with black soy-marinated meat, dried fernbrake, and strips of dried bean curd strung in bunches. The men and women who sold the food squatted on stones in their doorways. Just as the jeep drove up, an obese women came out of the lavatory and stood in the middle of the road, tying her belt with her legs a little apart, and the jeep came to a halt. The large woman leaned into the window, looked inside, and laughed.
“It’s Director Qi! Were you going to stop if I hadn’t gotten in the way? Are you here to hunt pheasants again?”
“Yes, mountain pheasants!”
“You have a phoenix here and you still want pheasants?
“I can only look at the phoenix, not eat her! Pretty, isn’t she!”
“Pretty as a fox spirit.”
Xia Qing muttered, “And you’re a reincarnated pig!” She got out of the jeep to look around with Chubby, finding everything novel and curious. Qi Zishao, feeling pleased with himself, reminded them that the roads in the mountains were uneven and they needed to raise their feet a bit higher than usual, before continuing to chat with the fat woman: “Have there been many hunters recently?”
“Not so many. Didn’t you hear that there’s a black bear at the top of the mountain? They’re all afraid!”
“What’s frightening about a black bear? Haven’t there been bears here before?”
“But this bear really is a spirit! Last month there was a hunter, he was driving a small car, too, and he came across the bear. It tore off half of his backside with one swipe. The man passed out and had to be carried back down the mountain. When he came to he said the black bear could talk like a human!”
“People can learn animal calls, but how could a wild animal learn to speak?”
“If people can learn wild animal calls, why can’t an animal learn to speak?”
“He couldn’t kill the bear, so he made up a lie to save face.”
“In any case, the rumor spread and now fewer people are coming to hunt.”
“Well, watch how I take care of this black bear!”
Xia Qing and Chubby had heard them talking about the bear and came over to listen, their faces growing pale. They asked him if he had hunted bears before. Qi Zishao said of course he had hunted bears. No matter how ferocious a wild animal was, you could hunt it if you knew its habits and behavior. A black bear was clumsy and only able to charge in a straight line, so all you had to do was step to one side and attack it. What if you came across a group of bears? That was even easier. All you had to do was hide somewhere and shoot in their direction. With one shot you might kill one, then another would rush at you following the sound of the bullet, and you could shoot them one after another without changing your position. And finally, if you could lure one to rush toward you and then step out of the way so it charged off a cliff, the bears behind it would leap off the cliff in a row and you could climb down to reap the plunder! The women’s eyes flashed with amazement. “Wonderful! How thrilling! Let’s forget the mountain pheasants, we have to go to the top of the mountain for the black bear!”
Mr. Wang had been wiping the body of the jeep with a piece of oilskin. He didn’t want to keep driving all the way to the top of the mountain.
“We have to go,” Qi Zishao said. “Haven’t we hunted bears before?”
Mr. Wang nodded ambiguously and said that if Qi Zishao wanted to go then the two of them should go alone and leave the women there to amuse themselves where there were places to eat and sleep. If they went to the mountaintop and came across the bear, should they attack the bear or look after the women?
“We’re experienced hunters, can’t we protect two women?”
The women shrieked with excitement and said: “Let’s go, we have to go!”
The jeep started off again, working its way deep into the mountains. Two hours later, the road changed direction and climbed a cutback toward the highest peak in the Qin Mountains. Tall pines lined both sides of the road, and squirrels frequently appeared on the pavement, dashing across the road like shadows. The women were screaming and yelling again, wanting the jeep to stop, but Mr. Wang would not listen. He yanked the steering wheel around, as the curves were sharp and the road narrow. Suddenly the throttle opened up and they seemed to be floating inside the car. In front of the jeep a hare was running for its life, and then they screeched to a halt. Qi Zishao got out first and picked up the hare’s tail. The rest of the hare stuck to the ground like slurry.
They reached a highway maintenance station at dusk. This mountaintop depot was the smallest along the entire road, with only a three-room wooden cabin and a maintenance crew of two elderly men. The women chattered randomly like sparrows, saying that this was a fairy tale world where they would gather mushrooms in the pine forest and pick the small flowers that looked like clusters of stars. Xia Qing said: “I believe all the different kinds of animals here can speak!” Chubby interrupted: “Do you believe you can grow wings, too?” They had a minor falling out.
Perhaps the road maintenance workers had been alone for too long – they agreed to let the visitors stay and also supplied things to eat and drink, although they did not say much. When the two city women asked them about this and that, they seemed awkward and at a loss. The cabin was divided into two small bedrooms, normally shared between the two road workers, but now they cleared a room for Chubby and Xia Qing and pitched two army tents on the north side of the road, where Qi Zishao and Mr. Wang would sleep. Xia Qing showed an interest in sleeping in a tent, but after all the tents were damp inside and they could not guarantee what animals might force their way in during the night. Chubby gathered up all the old bedding in the cabin and brought it out to the tents, replacing it with the blankets they had brought with them. “If there are lice in the bedding,” she said, “they can drink the blood of the rich and powerful!”
Qi Zishao changed into his hunting gear and paced back and forth in the woods for a while in a very good mood, then he picked a red flower with seven petals and returned to the cabin. Xia Qing had heated a pan of water to wash her face and hands. Qi Zishao stuck the flower in her hair, and said: “Let me wash, too.” His hands reached into the basin and seized the pair of delicate hands already in the water. Xia Qing tried to remove her hands, but could not extract them from his grip. She raised her eyes in the direction of Chubby over by the tents, and did not move. Her hands felt like they were growing smaller.
“It would have been so much better if you’d come by yourself.”
“I couldn’t.”
“Why not?”
“When she first met you, she didn’t want to introduce me. Later she reconsidered and brought me along…”
“If you hadn’t come, I wouldn’t have used her equipment.”
Xia Qing paused.
“She’s using you!”
“She also protects me.”
“Stupid girl!”
“...She’s pretty, too.”
“Is she? I hadn’t noticed.”
Outside by the tents Chubby was cackling at something amusing Mr. Wang had said as he tied the flap of the tent door with a rope. She pounded on his back with her fists, howling: “You’re so bad! So bad!” Xia Qing tried once more to pull her hands out of the water. Qi Zishao lowered his head and swiftly kissed her middle finger. Xia Qing ran outside like a fleeing deer, shouting: “Let’s play cards!”
Inside the tent it was already growing dark. Instead of playing a four-person game of Hundred, Qi Zishao wanted to teach everyone a kind of fortune telling game. He dealt the cards, silently contemplating a single thought, his emotions running high. Chubby asked, “Whose fortune are you planning to tell?” He smiled and would not answer. Chubby said, “No need to say, I already know you’re planning to tell Xia Qing’s fortune.” Qi Zishao said: “Since I love Xia Qing, that is my privilege, and there’s nothing wrong with it!” Xia Qing’s face and neck turned crimson. She scattered the cards and said: “Nonsense, you don’t mean it!” Qi Zishao saw his chance to be bold and professed on the spot that he had fallen in love with Xia Qing. He was in love with Xia Qing, but whether or not he would leave his current wife, whether or not he would marry Xia Qing, depended on the will of fate. A certain card signified that they would marry, another card signified they would never marry. He shuffled the cards again and dealt them. Everyone held their breath to see the result, and the first card turned over was the card indicating they would marry. Qi Zishao said: “Xia Qing, you’ve seen it with your own eyes, you will have to wait for me.” Xia Qing said nothing for a space, her eyes darting around and shining. Chubby said: “Xia Qing, you really are naïve, do you think he’s telling the truth?” Qi Zishao said: “Believe the cards if you don’t believe me!” Mr. Wang wanted the fortune of his real estate business told, and the result was also favorable. Mr. Wang said: “Since my real estate business will succeed, you should back me.” Qi Zishao didn’t answer, asking instead: “What do you think of Xia Qing?” Mr. Wang said: “I like her.” Qi Zishao asked: “What do you like about her?” Mr. Wang said: “Her features are nice, and she carries herself well.” Qi Zishao said: “Xia Qing is beautiful in every way!” Chubby said: “Well, are there any compliments left in the world? Don’t forget who introduced you to such a nice woman.” Qi Zishao said: “You’re right, it’s thanks to you. We should drink at dinner, and eat bear paw!”
Qi Zishao emerged from the tent, feeling as though Xia Qing was already his. He entered the cabin humming a little tune, then shouted as he walked through the door: “What are we eating for dinner?”
All he could see through the billowing clouds of steam inside the cabin was the head of one of the road workers glistening with sweat, standing next to the stove and putting noodles into a pot of boiling water.
“Don’t you have bear paw?” Qi Zishao asked.
“How would we have bear paw?” the road worker said.
“Do you have any other wild game, like gazelle, palm civet, mountain pheasant?”
“Soup made with mushrooms.”
“Only mushrooms?”
Qi Zishao was disappointed.
“See, has he kept his word?” Chubby said as she pulled Xia Qing into the bedroom. Qi Zishao heard one more thing Xia Qing said from the other room: “I want to eat bear paw!” He deliberately raised his voice and said to the road worker: “I hear there’s a black bear up in the mountain.”
“There is,” the road worker answered.
“Why don’t you kill the bear and eat it?”
“We both live on this mountain.”
“Both? You mean you and the black bear?”
“Yes.”
Qi Zishao went into the next room and told the others that the two road workers were vegetarians. After so many years living in the mountains they thought that wild animals were the same as humans. “Now I understand,” he said, “All that panic at the foot of the mountain about a black bear who’s a spirit, who can talk like a human, it must be a rumor they spread around because they don’t want anyone to hunt it. Did you notice that they almost look like bears themselves, with their thick waists and round butts, the way they lumber and growl?”
There wasn’t much sense to that, and Xia Qing insisted: “I want you to get me bear paw!”
“Miss, I will do it for you!”
“Director Qi, you said it yourself,” Chubby said, “If we don’t get to eat bear paw we won’t leave!”
After they ate their meal of noodles, the women went to rest on the kang. They were barefoot and let their hair hang loose, removing their outer clothing so that their tight underclothes revealed their bodies to be thin and plump in the right places. Qi Zishao and Mr. Wang stayed in the room with them praising the art of the female form, while in the other room the road workers began to snore, and outside it was so extremely still that, except for the occasional car whizzing past along the road down the mountain, they could hear the sound of pinecones dropping. They had all decided together that they would stay up talking until daybreak instead of going to bed, but the women soon appeared sleepy. Their languid attitude invited tender thoughts, and Qi Zishao’s mouth filled with saliva as his speech grew freer. Mr. Wang said he was tired, yawned, and went out to his tent. Once Mr. Wang left, the women leant back side-by-side against the head of the kang and chatted with Qi Zishao. The more they talked the further their bodies slid down the bed until at last they were reclining, and Chubby shut her eyes. If Qi Zishao had been certain Chubby was asleep, he might have ventured to approach Xia Qing. But Chubby was lying on the outside of the kang so that Xia Qing had to lie on the inside against the wall, and without knowing whether she was really asleep or just pretending, he didn’t dare be indiscreet.
“When the road workers stay in the mountains for so long, can they really live in harmony with the wild animals?” Xia Qing asked. “Do all the animals on the mountain know them?”
“All animals have intelligence.”
Outside a bird called, one long cry and one short, long and then short again.
“Did you hear? The birds are talking!”
“Do you understand what they’re saying?”
“I’m a hunter!”
“What are the birds saying?”
“One said: Where are you? The other said: In your heart. The first said: What are you doing? The other said: Thinking of you!”
Xia Qing narrowed her eyes, she knew Qi Zishao was playing on her feelings. Qi Zishao stepped over abruptly and squeezed the foot stretched out on the kang. Xia Qing jumped up in fright and poked Chubby with her finger. Chubby opened her eyes and said: “Go to sleep, I’m exhausted!”
“Then why aren’t you sleep?”
Qi Zishao left the cabin, and Chubby hopped down from the kang like a monkey to close the door. The sound of the door being hastily shut put him in a bad mood. Standing outside he discovered how dark the night was this high up in the mountains, so black he could not see the fingers of his outstretched hand. A car drove past and he stepped to the side of the road but it snagged his clothing, knocking him down. The driver slammed on the brakes and stuck his head out of the window, saw that Qi Zishao was already scrambling to his feet, and asked, “Are you alright?” Qi Zishao was furious: “You think you know how to drive? If you’d run me over, I’d have it out with you, you idiot!” The engine revved suddenly and the car drove off.
Mr. Wang heard the noise and emerged from his tent to make sure everything was alright. He said: “If he had run you over, how could you have it out with anyone?” Qi Zishao cursed some more, panting, then began to laugh as well.
The next morning the four of them got back into the jeep and drove further up the mountain. Qi Zishao and Mr. Wang picked up their rifles and walked into the forest. Chubby and Xia Qing did not want to stay behind in the jeep and asked to go along, starting a quarrel with Mr. Wang. Qi Zishao could do nothing with the women, so he warned Mr. Wang not to stray from them for even a moment. They walked up the slope and discovered bear droppings in a clump of grass. Chubby would not believe it was really bear shit. Qi Zishao poked the droppings with a branch and explained, turning around to check that Mr. Wang and Xia Qing were still behind them, then took his chances at embracing Chubby around the waist. Chubby said: “You don’t love me, you love Xia Qing.” Qi Zishao said: “I love you, too.” Chubby said: “My waist is so big you can’t get your arms around it.” Qi Zishao wrapped his arms around her and squeezed before letting go: “If you weren’t married to someone I know, I would take you and…” Qi Zishao knew he was settling, but Chubby was a woman, too, and needed encouragement. Sure enough, Chubby was abviously pleased, was saying: “I’m not fat, I’m just full-figured.”
Xia Qing had gone down the slope to pee behind a ridge. The other three sat on the mountainside and waited a while, but before she returned they heard a scream. Qi Zishao told Mr. Wang to haul Chubby back up the slope, and ran down the ridge. It turned out Xia Qing had discovered bear droppings, too, and they were still moist. Qi Zishao shouted at Mr. Wang to take the women back to the jeep. No matter what happened they were not to open the doors or get out. Xia Qing finally relented, and Qi Zishao raised his rifle and turned back up the ridge. He walked about half a kilometer before spotting a black bear curled up asleep in a thick growth of wormwood.
Qi Zishao took aim and fired. Crack!
The black bear tumbled out of the grass and rolled behind a moss-covered rock.
Qi Zishao ran over excitedly. He could hardly believe the day’s hunting had gone so smoothly. As he reached out to lift the bear’s hind leg, intending to turn it over, he was thinking how large the bear’s paws were and whether he should let the road maintenance crew cook them or bring them to the little restaurant at the bottom of the mountain to be stir-fried. “No, the road workers don’t believe in eating meat,” he said to himself, “I’ll have the fat woman cook them so they’re not gamy in the least.” But just as Qi Zishao grabbed hold of the bear’s hind leg, the bear suddenly stood, looming over him like a black hill. He was crushed to the ground, the bear’s paw pressing on his breastbone so that he struggled to breathe.
“Do you want to live or die?”
Qi Zishao heard a human voice. He craned his neck in all directions, but no one was there. The voice was coming from the bear’s mouth. It really could speak like a human. Qi Zishao’s eyes went dark, and he knew he had encountered the legendary bear spirit.
“I want to live,” he said. What else could he say?
“You want to live? Then let me abuse you.”
Before Qi Zishao’s mind could process what was happening, the black bear had already lifted him up, turned him over, and yanked down his trousers. He felt an intense pain in his anus. Afterward, he watched helplessly as the bear lumbered into the distance following a line of white birches.
Qi Zishao dragged himself back, his clothing filthy, his buttocks numb, limping with each step. The others rushed to ask him what had happened, had he found the black bear? Qi Zishao said he had come upon the black bear suddenly and fired his rifle, shattering the bear’s front leg, but when he went to chase it, the bear covered its head and tumbled through the brambles down into a gully. Qi Zishao tumbled after it, rolling halfway down the slope where he got caught in the undergrowth and had to turn back.
They returned to the highway maintenance station and ate a meal at the cabin. Mr. Wang and the two women raised toasts to Qi Zishao in recognition of his uncommon skill, even if he hadn’t bagged the bear. Qi Zishao drank a great deal, his heart full of gloom and his head spinning. He said he needed to sleep and went to bed. When he woke it was dusk again, but a dusk that was nothing like the dark night before. The moon had risen early and hung on the peak of the mountain to the west. Qi Zishao heard Mr. Wang and the women inside the cabin playing cards on the brick kang. He grabbed his rifle and headed back up the mountain.
The further he went up the mountain, the lovelier the night became with gentle breezes and a clear moon. Dew was already collecting, and it gradually dampened the legs of his trousers. Qi Zishao took a deep breath of moist air in a grassy clearing, and saw the black bear drinking from a mountain spring. He spit out half of a broken tooth at the same moment he fired his rifle. As the shot rang one of the bear’s paws dropped into the stream, then its head fell forward into the water, and soon its entire body toppled into the stream, splashing water over the banks with a crash. Qi Zishao ran closer, beginning to wonder how he would get the dead bear out of the spring, when it suddenly sprang back out of the water and pressed him to the ground under its paw.
“Do you want to live or die?” The bear spoke like a human again.
“I want to live,” he said.
“Then let me abuse you again.”
Qi Zishao turned over over his own accord and pulled down his trousers. He heard the sound of water, and felt an unbearable pain driving through his backside.
Qi Zishao staggered back to the cabin in a hurry. Mr. Wang and the women were still playing cards on the kang. They hadn’t realized Qi Zishao had gone out hunting again, nor had they heard the rifle shot, so when he entered the cabin they had a good time making fun of him, saying once he got drunk he stayed drunk all day, and even after napping he looked haggard and his clothing was a mess! Qi Zishao forced a smile and said he wanted to play cards with them.
“Why are you walking like that?” Xia Qing said, “Something wrong with your leg?”
“Internal heat, an attack of hemorrhoids.”
“Rotten bum!”
The two women started to laugh, and began speaking to each other in a kind of code, pitched extremely fast and quiet. Qi Zishao thought it was a foreign language. It sounded like a mass of buzzing.
“Please, speak in Chinese!” It was a little humiliating for Qi Zishao. He couldn’t understand their conversation, but he guessed they were saying nasty things about him.
“We’re speaking in doubled syllables,” Xia Qing said.
The women continued speaking to each other in code. Qi Zishao could make out that every syllable was repeated once, but because they spoke softly and quickly he could only understand the first part of the sentence and not what followed, although Xia Qing’s face went instantly scarlet.
“If you keep talking like this, I’ll pull out your tongues!”
“The two of them teamed up to bully me!” Xia Qing said.
“Mr. Wang wanted to be your partner?”
“He wanted to be my partner, Director Qi,” Chubby said. “But you can’t be jealous, because we’ve decided to sacrifice Xia Qing!”
After she said this, Mr. Wang and Chubby walked out of the cabin, his arm around her waist.
“Hey!” Qi Zishao feigned indignation, but then shut the cabin door and laughed: “Unless they sacrificed you they’d never settle their credit loans and soles promotion.” He looked back to see Xia Qing sitting bolt upright on the kang. Qi Zishao stroked her foot, which she withdrew. He went to tug her arm, and she retreated to the corner of the bed, saying: “They want to sacrifice me, but I don’t want to be sacrificed. Why don’t you sit down, and we can just talk?”
But Qi Zishao had nothing to say.
“We could talk about the bear,” Xia Qing said.
“So let’s talk about the bear,” Qi Zishao said. “Bears are the ugliest animals in the world, and also the worst of the wild animals. The bear is my mortal enemy, one of us must die. I will kill it. I have to kill it!”
“Director Qi, what’s wrong with you?”
“You should call me Brother Qi!”
“Brother Qi, why do you hate bears all of a sudden?”
“Oh…” said Qi Zishao, and recovered his composure: “I’ve hunted bears before. The first time I hunted for black bear, I was inexperienced. I fired my rifle and the bear lunged toward me, following the sound of the bullet. A bear can rip off one of your arms with a swipe of its paw. The man next to me shouted to lie flat on the ground and play dead. You see, a bear won’t eat a carcass, and it doesn’t know that humans can pretend to be dead. So I dropped to the ground and played dead. The bear came over and poked my leg, but I didn’t move. Then the bear prodded my head, but I wouldn’t move. The bear put his snout next to my nose to test whether I was still breathing, but I held my breath, and still didn’t move. I am a hunter – surely I’m a match for a bear? The bear believed that I was a corpse, and sat there dumbly. I began to feel for my rifle to pull the bolt, but I knew it would make a noise and I would have to kill the bear the second its head turned. The bear could crush me to death just by sitting on me, even if it didn’t rip me apart. The bear turned its head, saw I was still alive, and opened its jaws to bite me. My gun went off, the bullet went into its mouth and killed it. You don’t believe me? You should come to my house, there’s a bearskin spread on the floor. That’s the skin of the bear I killed.”
“I believe you, Brother Qi!” Xia Qing said.
“Alright, I will give you that bearskin!”
Xia Qing clearly regarded Qi Zishao as a hero. Her body relaxed and she unfolded her legs from underneath her buttocks, stretching them out on the kang. Saliva pooled in Qi Zishao’s mouth, but he did not dare reach for her. “I really will give it to you!” he said again.
Suddenly they heard a strange howl, reverberating in the stillness of the night. There seemed to be an echo in the mountain forest, drawing out the sound with a buzz and carrying a mysterious dread. They stopped talking as Qi Zishao tilted his head to listen, then shouted: “The black bear is here!” His face blanched then turned crimson as if he had been drinking. He leapt up and moved toward the door. Xia Qing jumped down from the kang but could not find her shoes. Meanwhile Mr. Wang and Chubby had already rushed out of the tent, both holding rifles, saying with alarm that the bear was nearby.
“Good!” Qi Zishao quickly loaded bullets into his rifle with a clang. “I’ll have my revenge. If I don’t kill it this time, I will never hunt again!” He ran from the room.
The two women wanted to go with him, but this time Mr. Wang lost his temper and slammed the door shut on them, sticking a piece of wood through the bolt before raising his rifle and running after Qi Zishao. Xia Qing shouted through the crack in the door: “I want to eat bear paw!”
Qi Zishao heard Xia Qing’s shout, and he ran deeper into the forest. His backside still burned with pain, but he ran as if possessed. The black bear was not on the mountainside. It was not in the grassy clearing. Qi Zishao ran back to the bank of the mountain spring, but the bear wasn’t there either. Mr. Wang followed the whole way, but could not catch up to him. He gave up the chase and sat down to wait for the sound of gunshots to reveal Qi Zishao’s location.
Qi Zishao plunged wildly in every direction, like a headless fly. The longer he searched for the black bear, the hotter the flame of vengeance blazed in him. He reached an overhang in the cliff and finally discovered a shifting black shadow before him. He knew it was the black bear, and he swore he would kill it this time. Learning from his previous two encounters, he climbed up the overhang. From its edge he saw a flat stone formation in the moonlight and the black bear moving slowly along it. He quietly took aim and fired.
Crack!
His bullet was a hundred percent on the mark. The black bear fell from the flat stone. Qi Zishao didn’t come down from the edge of the cliff right away, but instead took aim at the fallen bear and fired again. The bear stopped moving.
“I’ll smash your **** to pieces!” Qi Zishao swore as he came down from the ridge and stood in front of the bear, which lay there with all four legs pointing to the sky. He kicked the bear; it did not move. He leveled his rifle and took aim between the bear’s hind legs intending, to fire three shots, no, four shots, and smash it to a pulp!
But this time was the same as the last two, and by the time Qi Zishao had loaded four bullets into his rifle, the black bear had leapt up and crushed him to the ground. Now the bear held him down with two paws instead of one.
“Do you want to live or die?”
Qi Zishao gave up all hope. He thought of Xia Qing. He could not feed her bear paw, nor give her the bearskin. The bear was opening and closing its large toothy jaws, its paws hanging over Qi Zishao’s neck, and in the moonlight he could see the white gleam of its claws. Qi Zishao did not say “I want to live” again, though of course he still did. He didn’t pull down his pants either, knowing that even if the black bear did not humiliate him, it would never let him live.
“Alright,” he said, “Eat me or abuse me, just let me ask you a question first: how can you be so powerful? Are you a bear or are you a demon-spirit?”
“You’re asking me?” the bear said. “I was going to ask you: are you a hunter or are you a man-whore?”
At that moment Chubby and Xia Qing, leaning against the window of the cabin, heard two successive gunshots. They twittered joyfully, like sparrows, hardly able to wait for Qi Zishao to come back so they could enjoy the delicacy of bear paw.
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Contract With the Gods
T
he weather was fine at first, but then something very strange happened.
I had arranged to meet up with Abu in a teahouse. It had been ages since the two of us had got together. We had known each other for ages, and used to meet up a lot; he often invited me out for dinner or for drinks when his business was going well. When it wasn’t, I wouldn’t see him for a long time. When I confronted him about it, he just said that all women like money and having lots of money is great. Money can buy you the latest, most expensive mobile phone and give you thousands of yuan’s worth of calling time. Your woman will feel proud sitting next to you while you chat away on your phone. But when you don’t have any money, then your woman doesn’t have any money, either. It’s too shameful. Of course, I couldn’t just agree with him, but if I argued I’d hurt his feelings, so I had to go along with it. For years it went on and off like this: both of us concerned about the other, neither of us saying anything.
That day the weather was glorious and I was in a great mood. I was wandering around with nothing much to do, just thinking about hanging out with Abu. Around this time, his business wasn’t going too smoothly, and he had been avoiding me. Only after I pestered him did he finally agree, but he said I wasn’t allowed to bring a girlfriend with me. Sometimes I liked to bring along one of my girlfriends, but of course that was only when he had money. He knew that.
We had arranged to meet at our regular teahouse, the Shangri-La. The Shangri-La had once been all the rage, and the celebrity circle of our small city had all flocked there in their time. But after fancier bars and teahouses opened their doors, the Shangri-La gradually lost its allure. We had been witnesses to its glory days and its decline. Watching its descent, Abu had sighed sadly: “Look – exactly like me!”
But we never went to another teahouse. Even though the Shangri-La had lost its former glory, we had developed an affection for it, and felt that going to another teahouse would be a betrayal. That’s how people are: as soon there’s any hint of emotion, you’ve signed a moral contract. A violation of any shape or form constitutes betrayal. And when it comes to our emotions, betrayal is the worst poison of all: it can be hurtful, it can be harmful and it can be bitterly disappointing.
I took a lot of care getting ready, even though I knew it would make Abu angry when he saw me. He hated it when I got dressed up, but I couldn’t help it. I just wanted to have a little fun. As I arrived at the entrance to the Shangri-La Teahouse, something very strange happened. Suddenly, in the midst of that beautiful day, a fierce wind whipped up all the paper and plastic debris that had been littering the filthy streets, blowing about the sky crazily. As I turned up my collar, I was amazed to see dark swarms of birds clouding the sky and filling the spaces between buildings. Many of the people out walking stopped in their tracks to watch, forgetting the sand carried by the wind which had caked their clothing and faces. Even the traffic policeman at the crossroads stared at the sky, letting the traffic do as it liked. Drivers, too, were craning their necks and looking up in bewilderment. In an instant, the road was utter chaos. This kind of thing had never happened in this city before. The mob of black birds was swarming this way and that, turning the sky dark and sombre. The only thing that I could hear was the whistle of the wind; I couldn’t catch the sound of the beating of the birds’ wings. The expression in people’s eyes gradually changed from initial surprise to horror.
I rushed up the steps of the teahouse and saw that the Shangri-La’s signboard was hanging askew. Clearly the boss had long given up any intention of fixing it and left it to sway in the wind. Walking in, I saw no trace of the hostess who used to stand by the door dressed in beautiful Tibetan costume. With no one to greet me, the place had a kind of shabby air, and for a moment it made me feel sad. It was lucky that I knew the place well. I went up to the second floor by myself and found Abu in a booth.
What I wasn’t expecting was that Abu wasn’t by himself.
When he saw me, Abu politely got up from his seat. The man sitting next him stood up as well. The two of them were about the same age, but their clothing was very different. Awkwardly, I stopped in front of their table and greeted them. I had no idea what Abu had up his sleeve.
It wasn’t until I heard Abu introduce the man by his side as Topdan that I relaxed. Some years ago, I had heard Abu mention his name. They had been friends as kids, and they were inseparable while growing up together in the same small town. Later on Abu got into business, and Topdan stayed on at his job as a civil servant. Over time, the two gradually saw less of each other until Abu happened to lose a lot of money. His business partner at the time had done a runner and Abu was in real trouble. Out of the blue Topdan showed up and gave him some cigarettes, some wine, and a little money. Abu knew that Topdan didn’t have much money, and that he was able to go this far showed what a real friend he was. He was deeply touched by Topdan coming to his aid during his time of trouble. Afterwards, Topdan acted as his guarantor, asking a friend at the bank to help Abu secure a loan to get him back on his feet. Whenever business was going well, Abu always went back to his hometown to see Topdan. The two of them would go drinking and pour out their troubles to each other. Topdan still didn’t have much money, but it didn’t seem like he was interested in making it, either. From time to time, Abu would help him out. Having a friend like Topdan, he thought, was like being rich all your life. He was truly grateful to him.
I had heard Abu speak about Topdan countless times, but we had never had an opportunity to meet. I already had a strong impression of him because of all the things that Abu had told me, so now that we had finally run into one another, I found myself looking at him fondly. The only thing that wasn’t consistent with my image of Topdan was that he was dressed head to toe in brand-name clothing; even the watch on his wrist was shiny gold.
As soon as we had all sat down, I said: “Abu’s told me a lot about you.”
Topdan replied: “I’ve also heard a lot about you.”
“You two are my best friends,” Abu said with a smile. In one smooth movement, he brushed a dry leaf out of my hair. “Is this your new hairstyle?”
I blushed. The gale had blown my hair all out of shape and I had forgotten to comb it once I was inside. Seeing my embarrassment, Topdan said kindly: “Young women look beautiful when they’re made up.”
I said: “It wasn’t like this originally. A wind just blew up, it was really violent, and suddenly lots of birds flew overhead. I’ve never seen so many birds before in my life…”
Abu raised his head and looked out of the window. He exclaimed: “Oh my god! We’ve been so busy talking. I didn’t think such fine weather could change like that.”
Topdan also looked out the window, and his face turned grey. He abruptly stood up and stammered: “I forgot about something. I need to go back and take care of it. I’ll be back later.”
Then he left without any further explanation. For a long while, Abu and I didn’t react, and then, sighing deeply, Abu said: “Oh, money does change people.”
I grumbled: “You asked me not to bring a girlfriend. How come you brought someone along?”
Abu said: “I wanted to chat with you alone. I got here ages ago to wait for you, but it was just luck, bumping into Topdan at the door like that. I was coming in and he was going out. We were both really happy; it’s been two years since we last met. So I brought him back here to sit and chat for a while. Don’t you think it’s odd? A good civil servant like him, just quitting like that? I know he doesn’t have a head for business, but he said that for the past two years all his deals have been a success, that it’s all been incredibly smooth. Not like me. Everything I’ve done has failed.”
“Don’t lose heart,” I said. “There’s plenty of time. And another thing: doing business isn’t just about making money. It’s also a test of your character.”
Abu said: “I’ve almost been tested to death. I’ve mortgaged my house but it’s no use. It looks like I’ll have to go back to my home town.”
There was nothing else I could say. I kept silent as Abu bemoaned his lot. Suddenly, an unfamiliar ringtone sounded from a mobile phone on the table, a new Nokia. We heard the sound of a deep, powerful voice chanting a prayer: “Oh! Avalokiteshvara, great treasure of compassion; Manjushri, master of flawless wisdom, Vajrapani, the conqueror of all evils; Oh, Tsongkhapa, crown jewel of the sages of the Land of Snows; Losang Dragpa, to whom I pray; please grant me my wishes…”
Both Abu and I were drawn to this strange ringtone. “Oh!” Abu said, “Topdan left his mobile phone here.”
I hurriedly snatched up the phone to admire it in detail. The ringtone was really great; I wanted the same one.
I accidentally hit the call accept button and the sound of Topdan’s anxious voice came out of the phone. “Is that Abu?”
Abu took it from me and listened. “Yes, it’s me… OK… I got it.”
Abu put the phone down and said: “Topdan asked us to go to the Sun Tribe Hotel and wait for him. He wants to treat us to dinner.”
I said: “He’s really gotten rich.”
I knew the hotel. It was in the city centre and boasted the most luxurious dining hall and private rooms. All the decorations were Tibetan and it was easy to spot its magnificent exterior from miles around. It looked as if Topdan was about to to save Abu once again.
Once we arrived at the restaurant, the hostess told us a private room had been booked for us, and I was even more impressed by how considerate Topdan was. When we got to our private room, Topdan hadn’t arrived yet. The waitresses hovered behind our chairs, swiftly handing out wet towels and serving us tea. On the DVD player, Amyon Tsering was soulfully singing a pop song:
It was all for your deep, deep eyes,
It was all for your long, long hair.
It was all for you that I made that vow,
All for your face so fair.
When Topdan arrived his face was glowing and he looked refreshed and relaxed. He warmly asked Abu to take the seat of honour and then Topdan and I sat either side of him. Abu said teasingly: “If I’d known I was going to come to such a high-class hotel, I would have dressed up.”
Topdan said: “Don’t be like that. We’re old friends. What are clothes between brothers like us?”
Abu said: “Then you have to be honest with me and tell me how you got rich. I need to learn from you and broaden my knowledge.”
“It’s a long story,” Topdan said, “and I want to tell it. Keeping it pent up inside is too painful. But I’m just telling you the story; you don’t necessarily want to learn from me.”
Then Topdan spoke a name that shocked both Abu and I.
The name, Drime Penden, resounds like thunder in people’s ears. Though he’s a character from the last century, his heroic name has been handed down through the years; you could say that everyone everywhere has heard about him. His story grows in mystery every time it is retold.
In truth, nobody knows his real name. They only know that he came from a poor family in a place called Drime. His father died young, so he and his mother were very close. Up until he was a young man, he always struggled to have enough food to eat. It was a time of war and chaos and it was impossible to make a living, so he had no choice but to become a novice monk. Afterwards people called him Drime Penden. Thus his illustrious life began from the name.
Drime Penden had a neighbour called Tamdrin Gyal, whose parents died when he was young and left him penniless. Drime Penden took care of him and looked on him as a brother. Whenever he had anything to eat or drink he would always make sure to share it with him. From then on, Tamdrin Gyal stuck close to Drime Penden, and became his faithful friend. When Drime Penden became a monk, Tamdrin Gyal followed him into the monastery without a word.
Drime Penden entered the monastery at a time of peace, but not long afterwards they heard that nearby tribes were planning to attack the temple and kill all the monks. These rumours spread quickly, causing panic: The monastery wasn’t a very large one and only had a few dozen monks, but once they heard the rumours, all of them decided to follow the Lama and leave the monastery. The monastery emptied overnight, leaving Drime Penden and Tamdrin Gyal with nowhere to go. The two of them stayed there for the time being, strapping broadswords under their robes for protection. They would wait and see what happened.
One day, the two of them were on the river bank collecting water when two soldiers appeared from out of the blue. They didn’t look friendly and they spoke a strange language. In the heat of the moment, Tamdrin Gyal pulled out his sword. Drime Penden made a split decision that the soldiers were there to kill them, and in a flash he and Tamdrin Gyal had them surrounded. The soldiers had no chance to use their guns and were swiftly killed by two monks.
Drime Penden and Tamdrin Gyal had hunted before, had killed deer and foxes, but this was the first time they had killed human beings. The two of them stood in front of the blood-drenched corpses looking at each other in dismay. What could be done? As monks, the sin of taking another’s life, breaking a commandment, was equivalent to violating the very core of Buddhism. They could no longer wear their monks’ robes, but where could the two of them go?
“Why don’t we sacrifice to Shidag?” Tamdrin Gyal suggested softly.
Drime Penden looked reluctant. Shidag is the common name for a local deity, and it belonged to the wordly realm along with mountain gods, water gods, and earth gods. Although they belonged to a lower rank of protector deities than those from the otherworldly realm, in some areas they played a very unique role. Shidag was a powerful type of deity. As long as you worshipped him faithfully, he would grant whatever you wished, blessing you with good fortune and riches. However, once you had started worshipping him, you couldn’t ignore him. You had to keep to a strict routine every day and carry out all the sacrificial rituals. Even the slightest neglect would provoke Shidag’s fury. Shidag was a spirit with a terrible temper and when he was angry he would punish you: you could lose all your riches and even your life might be in danger.
That’s why Drime Penden looked reluctant. It’s easy to perform a sacrifice once, but to keep it up all the time would be very difficult, especially since the two of them were about to embark on a nomadic existence. It would be hard for them to perform rituals at a fixed place and at a fixed time. But who would protect them and keep them safe in times to come?
The two of them thought it through, and then finally made their decision. Years ago, Drime Penden had often seen his mother worshipping Shidag. His mother was a very compassionate woman. Even though her own food supplies were limited, as long as she had a bite to eat she would give some as an offering to Shidag. However, she wasn’t worshipping one particular Shidag; her compassionate heart believed that in the valleys and on the grasslands there were many souls who couldn’t break free of the six paths of suffering, roaming about with no one to worship them or offer sacrifices to release their suffering, with no clothes to cover their bodies or food to fill their stomachs, and that was truly pitiful. Though there was nobody to pity her, she pitied them, those spirits with bodies invisible to the naked eye. As soon as they smelt the juniper smoke mixed with tsampa she had prepared as an offering, they could leave satisfied, their bellies full.
Drime Penden and Tamdrin Gyal chose a local earth god. It was said that this earth god was very powerful and was the best of all at protecting people’s lives. They used the soldiers’ fresh blood as a sacrificial offering. From then on, no matter what manner of danger they encountered, they would be delivered safe and sound.
So it was that Drime Penden and Tamdrin Gyal seized the soldiers’ guns, went into the mountains and became heroes.
Drime Penden was small in stature, but he was quick-witted and an exceptional marksman. In contrast, Tamdrin Gyal was tall and honest, and always let Drime Penden lead the way. They made the perfect match. Tamdrin Gyal didn’t talk much – nobody had heard him talk – but he did speak to Drime Penden, saying that although the two of them weren’t born on the same day of the same month of the same year, they could die on the same day of the same month of the same year.
Before long, wanted posters for Drime Penden were posted on every corner, and he became a household name across the grasslands. Some people started saying that he had magical powers and he couldn’t be killed, neither with sword nor spear. Even when they were closing in on him, he could never be forced to surrender. Drime Penden was very familiar with the local terrain and he used to hide guns and ammunition at crossroads. Whenever he ran out of bullets he would run to the next place, pull out the buried ammunition, and carry on shooting. The enemy was led by the nose. Once he was in the mountains, it was impossible to find him.
As his reputation grew, the number of his victims rose. His enemies started offering a reward. The temptation of silver has always been effective, and people with information started to betray him. Once, with the help of an informant, his enemies set up a trap in a small store and waited for Drime Penden to turn up. When Drime Penden came to the store to get food supplies, he felt right away that something was wrong, but it was too late to just leave. He spotted the man who had betrayed him and knew that he had absolutely no chance of fleeing, so he relied on his wits. He went right up to the informant and started making small talk. The man was so scared he was struck dumb, and he had no chance to make the agreed signal to the authorities before Drime Penden put his arm around him, embraced him warmly, and then left. Afterwards, the informant was sternly rebuked by the authorities. He asked in an injured tone why they hadn’t arrested Drime Penden? They said that the two of them had looked so close, they thought it wasn’t him, just some old friend. So that was how Drime Penden escaped.
Another time, he came face to face with his enemies. Drime Penden turned tail and ran. With the soldiers in hot pursuit, he turned around every now and then to shoot. Every bullet found its mark. He never missed. They chased him straight to the banks of the Maqu River. In front of him was a steep drop, the soldiers in pursuit behind: there was nowhere to run, and no time to lose. They were yelling out one after the other that they needed him alive. Drime Penden ran to the top of the steep riverbank and jumped, flinging himself into the surging waters of the broad river. Dismayed and flustered, his enemies began shooting into the water. It was only after the wild burst of fire was over that they realized Drime Penden had already swum across to the other side of the river and was wringing his clothes dry.
There are many legends about Drime Penden. They say that a herdsman once woke up suddenly in the middle of the night to see Tamdrin Gyal leaning against his tent pole, calmly looking at him and holding two Mauser pistols. Tamdrin Gyal didn’t say a word. He was able to speak, of course, he just didn’t. The half-asleep herdsman was confused and trembling. Drime Penden appeared. “I have finished all my grain,” he said. “I need to take some of yours, and some yak butter.”
He began to fill his sack with grain, and when he had finished, said: “I’m going to borrow your yak to carry the grain. Come and pick it up tomorrow at such-and-such a gully. I’ll leave it there. Wait for us to leave before you report us; if anyone else finds out about us being here then it will go badly for you.”
Only after Drime Penden had left with the sack did Tamdrin Gyal put away his pistols and follow him out.
The herdsman was so scared he didn’t dare go outside. At daybreak, he went out to look around and saw that their tracks were still there. He thought for a long while. Figuring he had no other choice, he braced himself and went to report it. Afterwards he went to the gully to look, and sure enough his yak was there grazing on the grass.
Yet in the end, Drime Penden could not avoid what fate had planned for him. Much earlier he had said to his mother: “If you hear that I’ve been captured, you must absolutely not believe it. I will never let myself be taken. If you hear that I’ve been killed, it could be true. You must see my body, then burn some juniper and say a prayer.”
Drime Penden and Tamdrin Gyal were in a cave when they met their end. They had been ambushed and were taking cover in the cave while they fought. Tamdrin Gyal had been injured at the cave mouth, and his leg had been shattered. Drime Penden was much too small and skinny to carry him on his back. Tamdrin Gyal knew there was nothing for it and urged Drime Penden to flee for his life. Drime Penden said: “Brother, if we die then we will die together.”
They had used up all of their bullets but two. The two brothers embraced and made their goodbyes, saying they would see each other in the next life. Then they shot each other. Tibetans cannot commit suicide, because those who take their own lives will be forever unable to break free of the six paths of suffering. In this way they put an end to the temporary flesh and blood abode of their souls.
Something else happened outside the cave. Two of the soldiers were from the same village, and were always competing against each other, feeling jealous of each other, and nurturing hostility between them. One of them took advantage of the wild burst of gunfire to get even and shoot the other man from behind.
Later, the remains of Drime Penden and Tamdrin Gyal were left out for three days, with their weapons on display by their sides. People said Drime Penden’s body was riddled with holes, but that they were added after he died. While he was still alive, not a single hair on his head had been harmed. The gunstock was full of holes. Because of Shidag’s protection, the enemy’s bullets all hit the gunstock instead of Drime Penden.
The three of us sighed over the passing of that time when heroes roamed the land. Yet each of us had our own ideas on the matter. Abu said: “People like us were born at the wrong time. It doesn’t matter if we live or die. Who will care about our deaths?”
Topdan said: “All you need is one friend, and they will care.”
But I was more interested in Shidag. “Which spirit was Drime Penden’s protector deity? Can we go and take a look?”
The sound of our deep sighs filled the elegant private room of the Sun Tribe Hotel. Then we started to clink glasses, finishing off a bottle of “Floating Spirit” wine. This was a type of locally-made barley wine of around 70 proof. I didn’t know what sort of connections Topdan had used to get his hands on this bottle of very pure, very expensive wine that was produced only in limited quantities and hard to buy on the market.
This wine was worthy of its name. It wasn’t long before the three of us were about to become spirits ourselves; my face was flushed red, my vision blurred, and my whole body intoxicated. I was floating on air. As for Drime Penden, as for Shidag, they suddenly seemed very far away. In the cruel light of day, real life is so clear cut, so rational; we only see its cold and heartless aspect. So what use are warm memories of the past? Who can they save?
Topdan filled Abu’s glass and said: “Come, I want to toast you. You’re my best friend and you took care of me for such a long time. I’m lonely, and if it weren’t for you, I don’t know if I’d still be alive.”
Abu was touched by Topdan’s sincerity. This is how men are: only after they’re drunk are they able to get off their high horses and show a little tenderness. “Don’t talk about life and death,” Abu said. “You’re the one who helped me. Besides, aren’t things getting better and better for you now? If things are going well, then I’m really happy for you!”
Topdan said: “Ah, we haven’t met for two years. So many things have happened. I don’t know where to start.”
Abu poured him a glass. “We ought to let it all out. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a good chat with anyone.”
Topdan drained his glass, composed his thoughts, and began: “After my wife and I divorced, I didn’t want to live. I didn’t want to do anything. I didn’t want to go to work and I really didn’t want to see anyone. I would lock myself up in my room, thinking about ways to die. Early on I had bought some poison and put it next to my pillow. I intended to drink a lot of wine and swallow the poison. Death would solve all my troubles. Do you remember that you once gave me a bottle of this wine?”
Abu looked at the bottle of “Floating Spirit” that Topdan was pointing to and nodded. He said: “I remember. I could still afford it then. I asked a friend to give it to you.”
“That night I dug out that bottle,” said Topdan. “I drank the whole thing, got dead drunk, and I swallowed the poison. After passing out, my whole body was in turmoil: at one moment it felt like I was in the mountains, in the next, I was in a river, and then I was being chased all over the place, and then I was lying in a big pit, as deep as three times the height of a man. Inside the pit it was bone-chillingly cold one moment, and roasting hot the next. It felt terrible. I couldn’t bear it any longer, I wanted to climb out. Somehow, there you were, standing at the edge of the pit, and you reached out your hand to me and asked me to climb with all my strength. But I couldn’t reach your hand and I fell back into the pit. So you shouted at me and said I wasn’t trying hard enough. You were really distressed. I didn’t want to upset you, so I reached for your hand again, but I couldn’t reach it no matter what. I’m finished, I thought: I give up. Then suddenly a man appeared behind you. His face was unclear but his voice sounded familiar. I couldn’t remember just then who it was. He laughed and pushed your arm out further, and your arm grew longer and longer until, in the end, I caught hold of your hand and you pulled me out straight away. I heard the sound of wind blowing next to my ears, and then I was awake. Just think. That poison was not as strong as this wine.”
Abu and I were struck dumb by his story. In front of us, sitting quietly on the table, was the bottle of wine we had just finished. We didn’t dare to believe that it was all true. Abu protested: “This is huge. How come you didn’t tell me about it earlier?”
Topdan pointed to his heart and said: “You knew about it here. The next day you called me, laughing and joking as normal. You sobered me up instantly. I knew that at least I still had you.”
“I called you?” said Abu. “I don’t remember. Back then you were pretty mysterious and didn’t want to talk to anyone.”
Topdan suddenly turned to face me. “Do you believe in reincarnation?” he asked solemnly.
“Yes, I do,” I replied. “I just don’t know who I was in my previous lives, or where I will be reborn. So I want to worship a protector deity to figure it all out.”
Topdan muttered to himself: “Yes, if you were to worship a protector deity, then everything could be made clear.”
Abu said with alarm: “You didn’t…”
“I should have told you everything, as you’re my best friend. But I could never get hold of you. Perhaps it just wasn’t time yet. Look at this coincidence today, meeting you unexpectedly in this city of millions of people. Just think, we pass so many people, all of them strangers, we seem to have no connection to them at all. I might have shared fates in a previous lifetime with a few particular people, but how is it that I never recognize them? Since I have you here now, we must treasure our fate.”
“We couldn’t have known each other in a previous life, could we?” Abu said doubtfully.
Topdan said: “I can’t say clearly what kind of fate we had in a previous life, but you saved my life in this one, and I won’t forget that in my next life.”
“It’s unlikely that I could have had the spiritual energy to save you from that pit,” said Abu. “Who was that man who helped us?”
Topdan replied: “Let me continue my story. Just a few days later I was sacked for not going in to work. Just when I was considering what to do, my ex-wife called again, asking me to send her a photo – our wedding photo. I had hidden it after our divorce. I didn’t want to give it to her, but she was always asking for it. I knew once she had it she would just burn it, and I wanted to keep it as a memento. That day, I made my peace. We had broken up. What was the point of keeping the photo and annoying her? I might as well let her have it. So that very night I gave it to her. It was on the way back home I realized that we were over. And in that moment, I felt relieved.”
He continued his description of the strange events of that night: “The sky was completely black by then. As I was walked, I felt something was wrong. Sure enough, a windstorm swept up, just like the one we saw today. It was blustering so hard that I couldn’t even open my eyes. All of a sudden I heard an indistinct cry: “Tamdrin Gyal! Tamdrin Gyal! Don’t you recognize me?” I turned around and looked, but there was nothing there. I hurried on ahead, scared. Then suddenly the sound came from in front of me. It said: “Brother! In your last life you were Tamdrin Gyal. In this life your name is Topdan. Our destiny hasn’t ended yet, so you cannot die.” Then in that instant I remembered. His voice sounded so familiar. Could it be the man who helped us in my dream? He said that he was Drime Penden. Because he had killed too many people and was wallowing in sin, he couldn’t be reincarnated: he had become a Shidag. He was cold and hungry, but nobody prayed to him. He hoped that for the sake of our old friendship I would make him my protector deity, pray to him, offer him tsampa and burn juniper for him. And he would make sure that in this life I would want for nothing.”
“Oh my god!” I shook my head vigorously, realizing that I was completely drunk. I kept repeating: “Oh my god!”
Abu also looked dazed. He said: “You’re brave, aren’t you? Don’t you know that Shidag are vindictive?”
Topdan said: “How could I not? But he’s my friend, I couldn’t refuse his request. He does have a bad temper. This afternoon when I bumped into you by accident and we were talking so happily, I forgot it was time to make my offering to him. Didn’t you see how mad he got? That gale took over the whole sky, and who knows where all those birds came from? Ah, sometimes I can’t cope with it all.”
“How come I’ve never met a Shidag?” sighed Abu. “If I met one, I would worship him devoutly for sure.”
Topdan smiled: “I’ve seen how you worship your girlfriend. Look how great you two are; I’m really envious. You’ve told me before about the Shangri-La Teahouse and how often you two arrange to meet there. I went there just to experience the atmosphere you described.”
“So that’s what happened,” Abu said. “Now tell me, who was I in my previous life?”
Topdan said: “Our past lives and future lives aren’t important. In any case, everybody is born and everyone has to die. It’s important that we have friends. It doesn’t matter if the friend is a man or a woman, a god or a ghost – as long as they are loyal, you’ll feel warm inside, and if you feel warm inside then your days will be happy.”
Abu and I looked at each other. We were acknowledging that we both agreed with Topdan.
Just then, all the lanterns lit up outside the tall French windows. The tranquil night sky was filled with a blue-black radiance, embellished with myriad stars. The universe seemed vast and deep. That mysterious world, that fantastic elevation, where was it really? Inside our hearts or in some distant place?
By the time we left the Sun Tribe Hotel, Topdan was drunk. His arms were around our shoulders, and he insisted on making us learn a sutra. He said that he always recited it when he got up or went to bed. We walked along, supporting Topdan and reciting the sutra after him word by word:
“Today I will avoid making sinful actions, today I will avoid using sinful words, today I will avoid having sinful thoughts, today I will work hard at doing good deeds, today I will work hard at using truthful and kind words, today I will work hard at developing kindness towards all sentient beings…”
Translated by Dinah Gardner
Mai Jia
Mai Jia is an author, screenwriter and recipient of the Mao Dun Literature Prize. Born in Fuyuan in Zhejiang in 1964, he spent seventeen years in the army as a student, scout, publicity cadre and office director. He started to write in 1986. His main works include Decoded, Plot, Rumour, Fengyu, and the screenplays for Plot, Fengyu and Knife Point. Plot won the 7th Mao Dun Literature Prize, Decoded won the 6th National Book Prize, and Rumour won the 2007 Chinese Literature Media Award. The television series Plot and the film Rumours launched a wave of similar shows and movies, and Mai is now known as the father of the Chinese spy novel.
A Voice from the Beyond
W
hat appeals to me about war is that men will deliberately expose themselves to experiences that are quite unimaginable.
What doesn’t appeal to me about war is that men will deliberately expose themselves to experiences that are quite unimaginable.
Gen. Sir Archibald Nye
My name is Gwynfor Michael.
Let me repeat: my name is Gwynfor Michael.
The reason I set such store by my name – Gwynfor Michael – is that, for a very long time, many people called me Martin, which they shouldn’t have. No one knew that Martin was neither my alias, nor my nickname, nor a pet name, but someone else’s name entirely. I had never heard of that person, and naturally there had been absolutely no communication between us, nor did I ever expect that there could be any connection there. Yet an unforeseen event fifty years ago led me to be taken for him, and, even more aggravating, it was a mistake that went uncorrected for over fifty years, so, as ill luck would have it, I was called “Martin” by everyone, whether I liked it or not. In truth, through all these long years I was continually trying to correct the mistake, but I’m afraid nobody took the slightest notice. The transmission of a voice from one world to another is a task fraught with difficulties, as impossible as sculpting one’s dreams or making fire from water. When God set such impossibilities before me, was he testing my patience, I wonder? Or trying to tell me something? I don’t know. Trying to understand God’s intentions is also a task fraught with difficulties. It seems at times as if he wants us to understand something, but more often he only succeeds in making us more bewildered. There’s nothing to be done about it. All too often, the only thing God gives those of us down below is this “nothing to be done” of his.
Too much talk about God. Let’s talk about me instead.
I was born in 1909, in a small town in the east of England called Low Moor, where my father was a tailor. Our little wooden house faced onto the street: inside it, the walls were hung with all kinds of clothes, and the all-pervading steam that filled the air like a thick fog made it feel like the vestibule of the public baths. Such was my home, the place where I was born. The hiss of a hot flatiron on cloth is the background to all my earliest memories. When we left that little two-roomed wooden house, in the year I turned ten, we moved to a garishly lit two-storey building on busy South Street whose ashlar facing gave it a severe and solid look. I used to think that this was explained by the riches which Father had got by his tailoring, but he didn’t want us – my sister Annie and myself – to have a life like his, circumscribed by the shears and the ellwand. More than once he said something along the lines of, “I will make all the clothes you – and your children and grandchildren – will ever need, so you can go and work at another trade.”
Annie later moved to Manchester, while I was to study at the University of Edinburgh. Before I left, Father presented me with an exquisite Chinese notebook (octavo, bound in velvet, the cover embroidered with a four-clawed dragon), and on the flyleaf was this sentence:
Though music and legend fall silent, the architecture of the city will still be singing.
It seemed from the moment I read that sentence that my destiny was to become an architect. Unfortunately when I came home for Christmas during the winter of my final year at Edinburgh in 1932, I came down with a terrible bout of pneumonia, which looked like it would keep me stuck in Low Moor forever. It was then considered a fatal illness, and though I did not die, it was as if I had been born again: for a full three years I could not live a normal life, instead dividing my time between home and hospital, and endlessly being dosed with medicines – and the endless worry – brought much sadness into my life. While unable to forget my illness, I certainly managed to quite forget Edinburgh and my destiny as an architect, though at the time I did actually intend to go back there for a term to obtain my degree from the university. Later, when I seemed to be on the road to recovery, Father did encourage me to go back for a few months to complete my architectural studies, but I no longer had the slightest interest in doing so. That serious illness changed me (as it changed Father, too): it gave me a good deal of interest in my father’s steam-wreathed occupation. At that time, too, Father’s age and his great knowledge seemed better fitted to spending more and more time on the sidelines advising me and keeping me out of trouble, rather than doing the manual work himself. So in this way I unwittingly turned into my father, and as the memory of my long illness slowly faded in the everlasting steam-wreathed labour, I began to feel fulfilled and happy. Only when we began to be buzzed by German planes and, one after the other, the young and able-bodied were called off to war amid the tuck of government drums and the tears of their families, did I begin to hear the summons to do something different.
Robert Raby was gone.
Wes Pike was gone.
One day, Mother said that young Pike at number twenty-three was gone too.
Another day, from Cornwall, Annie sent us a photo of herself in uniform.
So by the summer of 1939 my friends and most of the people I knew had been called up one by one and had gone to war.
As someone with a history of chronic illness, I had a good reason to avoid conscription, and if I was to be called up, the military would have good reason for turning me down. In the autumn of 1940, a unit of Royal Marines under Commander Smythe came to Low Moor on a recruiting drive and interviewed me. The result was that a lieutenant read the ‘Medical History’ column in my dossier, gave me a friendly pat on the back, and said, “Next time, sonny. This war has only just got going.”
To tell the truth, by then I had recovered all my former strength, and I was even forgetting all my painful experience of sickness. The fact that I had been an invalid for a good few years would dictate my destiny from then on, and I felt there was something not quite right about this, especially as I was now fit and well. Sickness had taken so much away from me, I was determined it would take no more. In the winter of the following year three army units came to our town, and with them came Commander Smythe of the Royal Marines. I didn’t hesitate for a moment, but went straight to enlist. I had learned my lesson from last time and didn’t tell the truth in the ‘Medical History’ column: I thought they would take me, but the interviewing officer – not the same one as the previous autumn – saw me panting, then gasping for breath after half a dozen press-ups, and he politely turned me down. He did say, though, “I think you’d be better off with General Dooley’s lot. They’ll definitely take you!”
This was the Army rather than the Marines, and they were much less demanding. After a few minutes’ chat they issued me with a uniform, though not with a badge of rank. That I had not been able to wear the uniform of the Royal Marines was a great disappointment to me, but there was nothing to be done about it, for not only did my old chest complaint, combined with the undemanding nature of tailoring work, make it very unlikely that I would be fit enough, but the long period I had spent dampened and moistened by the steam had also left me extremely pale and delicate-looking. Had it not been for the war, I don’t suppose for a minute that someone like me would ever have got anywhere near a barracks. But, as General Nye said in a radio broadcast, “In war, men will deliberately expose themselves to experiences that are quite unimaginable.”
On the 6th of August 1942 I left Low Moor, on an army lorry with three other young men from the town. As the lorry slowly wound through the narrow streets lined with crowds that turned out to see us off, I little thought that I was on my way to a war from which I would never return.
I don’t intend to say much about how things were in the regiment because, on the one hand, there isn’t really much to be said, and on the other, what there is to say doesn’t interest me. I will say that my experience left much to be desired, and that much of what I met with left me unhappy or hurt. In the first place, I was not an officer, but was assigned the rank of Staff Sergeant. As I understood it, an Edinburgh graduate could expect to be assigned the rank of Lieutenant or even Major, while the acceptable minimum would be Second Lieutenant. I told them I didn’t have a degree, but that it was only the parchment I lacked and nothing else, and, even though I had completed the same courses as anyone else, yet had no formal proof of it, I expected they would make me a Warrant Officer at the very least. But the military mind is excessively attached to pieces of paper, and was unable to accede to my wishes. A Tyneside fisherman (who some claimed was the son of General Dooley’s daughter) said to me, not without self-importance, “Yes, yes – the problem is, though, that you don’t have a degree, and if you weren’t in the civil service before you enlisted, you can’t be more than a Sergeant, so even making you a Staff Sergeant means you’re getting preferential treatment.”
If this was preferential treatment, then it certainly didn’t make me feel I was being singled out for high honours.
Anyway, I thought, if I’m a Sergeant then I’ll be a Sergeant; after all, it wasn’t for the rank that I joined up.
It wasn’t because I’d been listening to Churchill’s speeches, either.
My purpose in joining the regiment was, on the whole, more confused and more complicated than other people’s, but even I couldn’t tell why. Sometimes I felt I had decided to join up simply because of the German planes that were streaking back and forth across the sky above the village, frightening us all out of our wits. At other times, though, I felt it wasn’t that, or at least not entirely that, but as to what else led me to the decision, there is nothing I can clearly say – perhaps… or… I have to say, I just don’t know, really and truly don’t know. But one thing I did know very clearly at the time was that, from the moment I decided to enlist, I never imagined that I wouldn’t – or couldn’t – be sent to the front lines. To be honest, even in those days it was a bit much to actively wish for it, which is possibly why I resisted thinking about it. Beyond that, I stubbornly held to the view that we were in uniform in order to go to war, and only if we went to war and took part in actual battle could we satisfy the demands of our uniform and bring it to perfection. So when I left Basic Training Camp to be met by limping Major Ryan at No. 208 Uniform Depot, five miles out of London, and when he told me my duties were to consist of helping him stand guard on the main gate and the side gate of the depot, how could I not be unhappy?
I had two other comrades, apart from Major Ryan: one was Sergeant Mulberry, half of whose face had been blown off, and the other was a shaggy mongrel with a raucous bark. Could it be that the enlistment process had shown that I was not strong enough, not fit for the frontline, so I was doomed to spend all my time with this lot? I had a sudden sense of humiliation, a feeling that I had been diddled and sold down the river, and that my uniform had been obtained by theft and deception, rather than simply issued to me.
Frankly speaking, though I wasn’t a strong man, I didn’t lack courage. I am absolutely not saying this to glorify myself, or to boast of having no fear of death, but my time with the regiment did pass without the slightest sign of cowardice on my part. Our small arms instructor in Basic Training was a Warrant Officer, just back from the front, who everyone called The Monocle because he had lost an eye to a bomb blast. He only ever spoke about his own horrific experience once, and that was at my insistence. He had been terribly frightened by what had happened to him, where I saw nothing alarming about it: as far as I could see, what had happened to him had been nowhere near as terrifying as my long bout with lung disease. Traumatic though the illness had been, it must be said it had toughened me up. If any recruit was afraid to go to war, it certainly wasn’t me, for my desire to go was near-constant, a desire that was fixed on taking part in an actual battle, proving my courage and my convictions in the light of my experience. What had worried me was that battle would reduce me to a state of such abject terror I’d be utterly despised – it had never occurred to me that not going to war would be the cause of my suffering.
The war seemed to spread with each passing day: German planes appeared ever more regularly in the skies over London, incontinently dropping their bomb loads on the city, so that the drifting smell of cordite came to us ever more strongly. Ryan worried that it was never going to end, that London would eventually be swallowed up by the front line, but secretly I hoped that such a day would not be long in coming.
I knew extreme loss and longing had left me depressed, even depraved, but God knows I didn’t curse London, I cursed only my own pitiful fate. I knew from the incessant stream of uniforms issued by the Quartermaster which passed through my hands that more and more men were being rushed off to war. You may say I was the servant of objects, and always the same ones, over and over: battledress, a cap, a belt, a pair of gloves, shoelaces – one after another they all went to war; even if they didn’t go, there was always the possibility they could. In a certain sense, you could say that the work of my hands had been to the front lines and back many times, but what did that prove? That I myself had never been to war. Ryan, the show-off, often said, “Ah, Michael, don’t you know how lucky you are?”
Well, maybe. But if I’d had a choice, I’d rather have done without that kind of luck. What kind of luck is it, having to spend all day with these two useless creatures and an unremarkable dog? Of course, Ryan was right, there would be neither fun nor profit at the front line, and I was stupid to want to go there expecting wealth and fame. He did warn me: “The bullets flying back and forth around a battlefield, they can take anything from you, including the only life you have.”
That I knew, but I didn’t want to go to war for fame and fortune, nor was my wish born out of world-weariness or suicidal melancholy, oh no. I simply felt that, with everyone who joined up with me already gone to the war, and me being the only one left behind, and in this awful place too – well, people would think I was hiding out here because I was afraid to give my life, now, wouldn’t they? Heavens, if only they’d known how lonely I was there, how unhappy, or how much I longed to be away from limping Maj. Ryan and pathetic Sgt. Mulberry!
I know how amazing you humans are, or at least the amazing things you have done for yourselves: what you haven’t done yet, you are sure you will do sooner or later, and what you haven’t understood yet, you are certain you will know one day. I lived among you for thirty-four summers and winters, and well do I know your grandeur, human beings, and I know your confidence, too, though I have seen something of the shortcomings that derive from grandeur combined with over-confidence, or what might be better termed bad habits, such as your propensity in real life for putting off whatever can possibly be put off. When I lived among you, I was like that, and perhaps even worse than you in that respect. I have two pieces of evidence for this: one is the weighty matter of marriage, and the other is the matter of my going off to the front. If I say that these were things I really wanted to do, but, because… well… now, how do I put this? I wanted to know if my life was as limited as it seemed, and maybe if, within the limitations of my life, it would be possible for me to do these two things. But I didn’t understand – I’m saying, I didn’t realise – just how brief my life was to be, or more accurately, how fragile. As I lay dying, Maj. Ryan wept, and swore at me through his tears: “You son of a bitch! You moan all day about going to war, and you’re throwing your life away in the stink of sweat, you … Michael, you’re fucking useless, Michael!”
To tell you the truth, I had never seen a man weep. Oh Ryan, you limping simpleton, why did you have to shed so many tears for me? Didn’t you know? You should know now, I suppose, that dying men don’t like to see someone weep for them, as it makes dying very painful. Ryan, I miss you, wherever you are.
Ryan wasn’t the sort that people liked at first sight: he was a little obstreperous, and his voice was loud and overbearing, quite out of character with his limp. Yet time was his friend, for time never betrayed him: time slowly and patiently rubbed away some of the superficial things that made him unlikeable, so that I came grudginly – and later genuinely – to like him, until now there is no dislike left at all, even though he shed tears at my end, which he really shouldn’t have. But there’s nothing to be done about that. It was my own fault for dying right next to him, and I should have shed just as many tears if it had been him dying beside me, because I liked him and because I wouldn’t have known then that dying men don’t like seeing people shedding tears. I only learned that after I died.
What Ryan had said was quite right, I actually did die stinking of sweat. Half a century later I can still remember what day it was: it was Christmas Day. Christmas! You will recall that it was at Christmas I caught pneumonia and nearly died – who would have thought that ten years later it would be my funeral bell tolling out over a scene of bloody violence?
In fact, none of us enjoyed that Christmas, because it was 1942. There was no Christmas for Europe in 1942, not even for Germany, where life had been getting harder and harder in the latter part of that year. I heard on the wireless that a German general quartered with a tank regiment in the south of France, pleased with his success, had been preparing to enjoy the festivities when his unit had been totally annihilated by the resistance. If everyone deserves a present at Christmas then that piece of news was mine, the only present I got that year. But I was still somehow feeling not quite right in myself, feeling dizzy, and always cold. When I mentioned this to Ryan he said, “Oh, nobody’s warm, washing in cold water in such a hard winter! I feel the cold too!”
“But I think I have a temperature!”
Ryan felt my forehead and conceded: “Hmmm… maybe a little, or you could just be tired. Turn off the wireless and go to sleep. You’ll feel better in the morning.”
I thought so too, so I turned the wireless off and went to sleep. It was after four in the morning. All three of us, Ryan, Mulberry and I, had been busy all day issuing winter uniforms for a newly organised division of Montgomery’s Eighth Army, which had just about emptied the Depot, not to mention leaving us all exhausted. I wondered afterwards whether, had I gone back to sleep, anything untoward would have happened, but at the time we felt we should take a shower, as we were all very sweaty and uncomfortable. It happened that, according to the rules, it was Sgt. Mulberry’s turn to organise the hot water but he said he was too tired, and we should have cold showers, and that was all there was to it. We had just finished work and were all overheated, so a cold shower seemed nothing terrible – a shower was a shower, after all. So we had our shower, then lay on our beds listening to the wireless. As I lay there, I felt my bedclothes getting colder, rather than warmer.
Next day Ryan got up about noon and asked how I was. I felt I was burning up, and wanted to tell him so, but I couldn’t open my mouth. Then I heard Ryan screaming, “Fuck, the bastard’s on fire! Michael! Wake up, Michael! Open your eyes and look at me! It’s Ryan!”
Reality likes to repeat itself, with only minor variations in time and in space. I opened my eyes to see at least three blurry Ryans wavering before me, much of a muchness with the feeling I’d had ten years before, when I had first been attacked by the pneumonia.
Time has no existence for someone in a coma. When I finally woke, I had no idea how much time had passed, or where I was. The bright window and the branches outside made me think I wasn’t in the place I’d been before. A blonde girl seemed happy enough that I had woken up, and her accent led me to believe I might be back home. She told me I was in St. Pancras Hospital in London, and that I had been there for nearly two days. She took off her mask as she said to me, “I read your notes: you’re from Low Moor. I’m from Wye Cove myself.”
Wye Cove is not thirty miles from my home, a town with a zoo so famous that there can hardly be a child in Low Moor who hasn’t been taken there. I had a cousin who worked in the zoo before the war, and when I told her his name she burst out crying. Of course not only had she known him, but she also knew that he had been one of the unlucky ones: the fact was, he had been killed in action in the deserts of Egypt, months before. They had both taken the same train to Manchester, and that was how they first met: the war had made many friends out of strangers, and I became her friend too. Her name was June.
June made sure I had the very best of care the hospital could provide, and almost every day Dr. Purchase came to see me to try out an endless series of new treatments for me: Dr. Purchase was Chief Medical Officer for the hospital, and every day stacks of lives depended on him for deliverance, the majority of them just back from the front lines. That I, a mere chest case, should be so well cared for was no doubt the result of June’s efforts.
As well as looking after my health, she worried that I might be lonely because, being a pneumonia patient who no one would want to share a room with, I was shunted off to a temporary ward next to the boiler room, where it was cosy and warm all that hard winter, though cosiness doesn’t dispel loneliness. June, the only creature who drove my loneliness away, came for a chat every day, and, as day followed day, we talked and talked about Low Moor and about Wye Cove.
One afternoon, June brought Ryan to see me, and he brought with him a letter from Annie, who was living in Stafford and recently married to a pilot (re-married, strictly speaking). He’d just been posted to Stafford so she’d had herself transferred there to be at his side. She said nothing about the bombing of Stafford, except for one sentence she wrote: “After Manchester, it feels like the front line here.”
I listened to the wireless, so I knew how hard-hit Stafford had been by the war, but I couldn’t blame Annie for the choice she’d made. People don’t think the same way in wartime as they do in normal times, and Annie had her own reason for going there: to be with her husband. After an unhappy first marriage, she was willing to make that sacrifice for the sake of her marriage, and I thought that wasn’t a bad thing at all.
Annie enclosed in her letter a photo of herself and her pilot, and when I showed it to June she laughed out loud and told me, “I thought it was a letter from your wife! Who is it?”
I told her.
“And your wife?” she asked, a trifle too urgently.
In the background, Ryan’s slightly affected voice answered for me: “His wife? He has a wife? He ought to have, but he hasn’t even got a girlfriend. Isn’t that so, Michael?”
This was an embarrassing topic for me.
Ryan couldn’t keep his mouth shut, though. He turned to June and said the thing I least wanted to hear: “Believe it or not, June, our Michael is still a virgin.”
I had actually told him that, and it was true, but I hadn’t really known if he believed me or felt it was all a bit of fun, and he’d often used it to get a rise out of me. Bloody Ryan! You just couldn’t expect him to keep secrets – his big mouth was as bloody annoying as a parrot.
June was just as bashful as I was at this, but only for an instant: she came right back with a thoughtful reply, “Mm… I know what you mean, Ryan… you’re saying that Michael has so much still to do, he’d better get on with living his life properly.”
Another day, sometime later, June asked if it was true. I didn’t answer directly, but retorted with, “Well, what do you think?”
To tell the truth, my character and the state of my health together meant that there had never been any women in my life, though there had been one girl who seemed interested in me, a little, but I can’t even bring her name to mind now. That’s not saying I had no feelings for her, but there was so little between us – if there was anything at all, then it was only the possibility of something. I’m saying that something could have developed, but because of my weakness and my timidity, nothing ever did. How she came to be in Low Moor I never knew, but she wasn’t from there, for, as Father said, we knew every woman in the town – or we knew the clothes on their backs, at least, because he had made them with his own hands.
She appeared in our front shop one day, wearing sunglasses; she picked out a poplin and asked father to make her a blouse. He gave me the job, and it was only later that I realised that, from the moment she had walked in, he had seen from her clothes that she wasn’t from our town. Maybe that was why he gave me a free hand with her blouse. This was practically the first time I had made a whole garment unaided, and the end result displeased neither Father nor our client, for she happily paid, and went off wearing it: as I watched her walk away, I was rather pleased with myself. The following day, though, she came in with the blouse wrapped up in a parcel, and said, smiling sweetly, that there was a problem with it. She put the blouse on to let me see, but at first, I didn’t see it. She waved her hands around to emphasise the cuffs, and said with a slight smile, “Well, you might say you’re breaking new ground with this design. See – aren’t the cuffs meant to open this way?”
That was when I saw that I had put the left and right sleeves on the wrong way round, and I was really ashamed of myself. Father was even more ashamed for me, and he put his feelings into giving me a proper telling off. The one who should have been telling me off, though, didn’t blame me at all: she let me know she thought Father’s severity wasn’t acceptable by saying, “Oh, what are you getting so worked up about? It can be altered, can’t it? All I want is an alteration – I certainly don’t want to make anyone unhappy.”
I don’t know why she had such a good temper, or perhaps it was just her character, but she was the best customer I’d ever seen. As I altered her blouse, I wondered how to thank her for making allowances for my mistake. In the end, before I handed it over, I slipped a note into the pocket of the blouse. A few days later, she sent me a note asking me to meet her in the coffee shop by South Gate.
We met there but couldn’t get a seat, so we went for a stroll outside the town. She was wearing the blouse I’d made, and she said she liked it a lot, and often thought of me making it. I knew she liked me, but couldn’t see why. We saw each other a second time after that, when we went to the pictures together. She slipped her hand onto mine and kept it there until the end of the film. That evening was the stuff of fantasy, but to my surprise when I came home Father cross-examined me, and warned me, “I don’t care who she is. It has to stop, here and now! We have to think about your health!”
Father was right: I still hadn’t made a full recovery at that point, and it was a bit early to be thinking about a love affair. But the problem was, who could I turn to once I was better? Could father bring her back again? To tell the truth, until I met June, this nameless girl was the only one who had left me such beautiful memories, or inspired such longing in me. Where she went I never knew, for she disappeared like a breath of wind, vanished into the air: though I could imagine her existing still, I would never be able to find her again.
I must have betrayed something of my feelings as I told June my story, because she took my hand for the first time, and she said earnestly, “Michael, I know she’s waiting for you somewhere, and I hope you find her, find love, find out… what it means to be a man.”
June was just full of sympathy, and that beautiful heart of hers is one of my most cherished memories of humans.
In wartime it isn’t unusual to lose relatives, but the loss is perhaps less painful than it would be in more normal times. On the seventeenth of the month – that’s the 17th of January, 1943 – Annie’s comrades-in-arms (including her husband) shot down a German bomber, which plunged down through thick clouds and landed head-first on the radio shack Annie was manning. I think there was no way Annie could have escaped with her life, any more than a helpless little ant could have.
The news of Annie’s death led to a definite worsening of my condition: that night the awful fever made its dreadful reappearance, and it never left from then on. One afternoon a few days later, Dr. Purchase came to see me, but said never a word; he stood silent by my bed a while, then left: I knew this was the announcement of my impending death.
That night June made a similar announcement, though no one could have expected she’d do it the way she did, not even me. As I lay enfolded in my usual stupor, I suddenly felt a faint chill move across my face, and when I opened my eyes, I saw June kneeling by the bed regarding me intently. I had never seen anything like the look in her eyes, and I had a funny feeling that she was going to say the words that Dr. Purchase hadn’t spoken, so I took her hand and said, “June, if you have something to say, I know… Dr. Purchase has spoken to me.”
“Hmm… Dr. Purchase told me that right now, every cell in your body is being mobilised to fight off this attack… that’s a good thing. She squeezed my hand tightly. “The fever is a good thing, because it shows your cells are still sensitive, and still strong enough to fight. And you will get better.”
I closed my eyes, because there was nothing I could say to her. In the darkness, I felt her hand move mine on to something soft and round, and I heard her say at the same time, “Michael, it’s all yours. Do you like it?”I opened my eyes to see her white uniform open to her waist to show a body of snowy whiteness, and my hand on her breast, a snow-white softness. I thought it was a dream, but June assured me it was not: “Michael, I know you would marry me if you recovered, wouldn’t you? So I thought… maybe just a bit in advance… I’m going to sleep with you, if you don’t mind.”
I opened my eyes wide to look at her as she calmly stood up, dropped her uniform and slid into bed beside me.
I can tell you she wasn’t wearing a thing under the uniform.
Oh Lord! I could simply never have imagined that would be how she would announce my impending death.
That night, though it wasn’t for long, I was shown what a woman is, and what death is. Three days later, with no regrets – but with immense joy and gratitude – I bade farewell to life.
Thank you, June. Goodbye!
Now I want to talk about what happened after I died.
Apparently, different patients die at different times of day: heart patients will generally die in the morning, while pneumonia sufferers mostly die after midnight. The precise moment of my death was 2.38 a.m. on the 28th of January, 1943 (which didn’t depart from the rule). Present at my death were June, Ryan, and Dr. Purchase. Ryan wasn’t as psychologically prepared for it as June was, so his shock and his hurt were more extreme: my eyes, as they stared out on the last scene of my life, closed for ever under the falling drops of his flooding tears.
I had thought there would be nothing to say about what comes after death. But it isn’t like that at all, for my story, what makes me special, all happened after I was dead, and not before. Death resembles a switch. When death switched off the lamp of my life, so the sickly and debilitated look I had had for so long was cast utterly away into the darkness. You might say that, as a corpse, I had nothing to be ashamed of. Or, to put it another way, once inside the mortuary I felt myself altogether changed for the better, because, to be honest, there weren’t that many corpses in that place which were as unblemished as I was, with never a hair of my head damaged – compared to the others, I was flawless, near-perfect, without a single scar or any of the unsightly ravages of age. It occurred to me that Capt. Coulter, as he stood beside me, must have been thinking exactly the same.
It had been quite late in the afternoon when Capt. Coulter had arrived at the mortuary, and Dr. Purchase had come with him. I didn’t know Capt. Coulter, and only learned his name from Dr. Purchase’s conversation with him. In they came, and at every corpse they stopped, made their examination, sometimes muttering the odd sentence with, it seemed, neither rhyme nor reason – I had absolutely no idea what they were saying, but I had the feeling they were looking for a particular kind of person. As they came and stood before me, Capt. Coulter could barely contain his delight: “Aha! Who is he?”
Dr. Purchase gave him a brief rundown on who I was.
“That’s the one: he’s the one I’ve been looking for!”
Shortly after, an old geezer came and pulled me off the slab, then wrestled me on to a trolley and wheeled me into the room next door, which looked a bit like a barber’s shop. He washed me and combed my hair, then put me into a clean pair of pyjamas. All this made me think I was on my way to the crematorium to be reduced to ashes, but what I couldn’t see was why I wasn’t in uniform – surely I wasn’t just a civilian patient now? I was deeply unhappy.
Coming out of the mortuary, I was stuffed into the Captain’s car, but since the seats were loaded high with boxes of medicines, I was seated on the floor. Nobody had given much thought to how I would maintain my position, and after considerable jouncing and jolting about, I ended up slumped up against the side of the vehicle. When a box of medicines slid off the back seat and landed on top of me with a thump, Capt. Coulter heard it and turned round, but he only gave it the most cursory glance, completely uninterested in my welfare. That’s one difference between being alive and being dead: if you’re alive, even if your remaining time is measured only in seconds, nobody will dare treat you like that. But once you’ve become a dead body, even if it was only a few seconds ago, people will treat you any old way they please. The reason for this is that what the world calls human emotions are reserved for humans and humans alone, so a living person confronted by a corpse can abandon all human emotion, throw away everything that makes us human, as long as the other person is actually dead.
The car drove on, stopping here and there, jolting and bouncing around as the tilted, swaying sky outside faded into dusk. I didn’t know where Capt. Coulter was planning on taking me, but it felt as if it was going to be a long journey. After threading its way through a succession of busy streets, the car seemed to be speeding along unobstructed on a broad and open main road, which probably meant that we weren’t even in London any more.
A huge city the size of London, with no crematorium?
Who is this Capt. Coulter?
Why was I handed over to him?
Where is he taking me?
For the whole of the journey my brain was buzzing with questions like these.
The car finally stopped; the air smelled of the sea, and a wireless was on somewhere. Even before the car had come to a halt, a young Marine lieutenant was coming to meet us; he opened the car door for Capt. Coulter, and from his extreme deference it was immediately obvious that he was the Captain’s subordinate. So Coulter, then... Coulter wasn’t in uniform that day, and I had been thinking of him as some superior officer of mine that I knew nothing of, but it was clear that I had been wrong about that.
And we weren’t at a crematorium, either, so where were we? I found out later that we were in RM 201 Base, Port of London. Why had I been brought here? I kept getting more and more confused. Coulter got out of the car, opened the back door, pointed at my feet, and said, “That’s him. I’ll give you an hour: I’ll be waiting for you on HMS Seraph in one hour.”
The lieutenant manhandled me out of the car and into a brightly-lit room, where he began to give me a complete head-to-foot going-over, tidying up everything from my nose hair to the plaque on my teeth: this took him a good half-hour. It occurred to me that I was getting the sort of treatment as a corpse that only generals or the very rich get.
The whole thing really was getting odder and odder.
Oddest of all was at the end, after the lieutenant had me completely sorted out, and he began dressing me: underpants, knee protectors, singlet, long johns, socks, battle dress, piece by piece and layer by layer working outwards, I was dressed entirely in the uniform of the Royal Marines, and moreover, I had the insignia of a Major too. I had always dreamed of serving in the Marines, but who’d have thought that my dream would have come true in this particular fashion? Even stranger, the lieutenant inexplicably hung round my neck a chain with a silver cross (probably a good luck charm of some kind) and put a very expensive wristwatch on (a Rolex). Surely they weren’t going to cremate me when I was so expensively kitted out? I’d have looked just right at a fancy party, if I hadn’t been dead.
I couldn’t be going to a party, of course. After I had been so extensively dressed up I was taken aboard the submarine HMS Seraph. Capt. Coulter was very pleased with the lieutenant’s work: as he walked around me inspecting what had been done, he said approvingly, “Mmm, very good, exactly what I wanted. Excellent, just like the son of some proper English gentleman.”
My father’s station had never been higher than a successful petty tradesman, I was thinking: when did he turn into a ‘proper English gentleman’? By this time I roughly understood that they were making me into a stand-in for the son of an English gentleman, who appeared to have served on HMS Seraph before he died, but whose body had never been recovered, unhappily for me. Now the old gentleman wanted to see the remains of his son, so they had to find me to impersonate him. We must have looked alike, too, so – heh, heh! – I died just in time, you might say, for where could they have found another me, a double for the old English gentleman’s son?
As I was thinking this, Capt. Coulter and the lieutenant slipped quietly out. I supposed the old gent would be arriving at any moment, so they were perhaps up on the dock waiting for him at that very moment. Of course, it was a good way outside London, so if he wanted to see his son and the place where his son had served, he would not hesitate to risk his life to do so – oh, we should indeed ‘pity the heart of every poor parent’. But he was right to come after dark, because the German planes wouldn’t be despatched at night. My dear elderly gentleman, although I was not your son, at that moment I loved you like your son did, and hoped only for your safety.
Contrary to my expectations, not long after the captain and the lieutenant had left, the submarine suddenly lurched into life and began to wobble its way under the water, then began swimming forward like an enormous fish. Thus I understood that the old gentleman wasn’t in London after all – where could he be? Maybe somewhere far, far away. It’s a well-known fact that a submarine can’t just be started up as quickly as that, and for this one to away so abruptly for the sake of one old gentleman seeing the remains of his dead son – and a phoney son, at that – showed that this old gentleman was absolutely someone out of the ordinary, some big important figure, no doubt.
The submarine lurched off, taking me I knew not where.
Never having been on board one I couldn’t see what was so wonderful about the rocking motion of a submarine: I can simply say that it felt no different from being in a cradle, and, as if I had regressed to my swaddling clothes, I drifted gently and not altogether consciously into my first post-mortem sleep. The living can’t really remember their first times for anything, like the first colour they saw or the first sound they heard. But for the dead, each first seems to be anticipated, so it is retained in the memory. Not only do I remember how I fell asleep for the first time, I also remember my first waking. Let me tell you how that was.
Someone burst into the cabin, carelessly colliding with the hat-stand behind the door, and that was the sound that jolted me awake. It was someone I had never seen, dressed like a sailor. Without a word, he pulled me down from the bunk, dragged me outside, and hauled me up to a semi-circular hatchway. Shortly after that I heard Capt. Coulter’s voice saying, “Bring me the charts.”
Then I saw him come along the gangway.
The lieutenant – the one who had kitted me out so carefully – gave Coulter a chart, and, perhaps because of the submarine’s lurching, they just sat down on the floor and spread the chart right on top of me while they pored over it.
“Where are we now?” asked Coulter.
“Here – off the Straits of Gibraltar,” said the lieutenant, pointing to the chart. “This is the beach at Huelva, about ten miles from where we are now.”
“Winds and tides?” asked Coulter.
“Ideal. The tide and wind direction are perfect. He’ll definitely wash up on the beach before dawn.”
Coulter looked at his watch, and gave the sailor the order: “Go!”
The sailor opened the hatch, and with all his strength, he threw me out.
My story and with it my unforgettable experience must now move on a bit. Preserving experiences, imagination – even feelings – in literary form is something you humans have consistently loved so much, and have been so much in the habit of doing for the last three thousand years, that some of the living writers among you are not altogether without merit. No matter how good they are, though, in the end all will seek refuge on our side. There was a writer who joined our ranks in the summer of 1986, who by all accounts was thought of quite highly on your side, one Jorge Luis Borges. I hadn’t known before (on your side) what sort of a man he was – on our side we thought him less than a brilliant conversationalist. But reading the books he brought with him, I soon discovered that he was very good indeed with words, that his language had an unassailable rightness, and that he had a very keen intellect. Over a long period, as I read his stories, I found some pieces that as soon as I had read them seemed to become part of my very own experience, as they engraved themselves on my memory with no conscious effort on my part. I recall the opening of a story called The Garden of Forking Paths:
In his A History of the World War (page 22), Captain Liddell Hart reports that a planned offensive by thirteen British divisions, supported by fourteen hundred artillery pieces, against the German line at Serre-Montauban, scheduled for July 24, 1916, had to be postponed until the morning of the 29th. He comments that torrential rain caused this delay – which lacked any special significance. The following deposition, dictated by, read over, and then signed by Dr Yu Tsun, former teacher of English at the Tsingtao Hochschule, casts unsuspected light upon this event.
Now I want to change the title of the book to A History of the Second World War, and the year to 1943, and the battle to the Allied landings on Sicily: that way I can say without compromise that the story I am about to tell “casts unsuspected light upon this event,” which is to say, upon the inside story behind the success of the Allied landings in Sicily as recorded in A History of the Second World War.
June’s virtue and excellence can bear witness that my narrative will stand up to investigation into the facts, and if it is necessary, I will sign my name to it as well.
My name is Gwynfor Michael – NOT Martin.
As I said, an unforeseen event fifty years ago led me to be taken for Martin, and, even more aggravating, it was a mistake that went uncorrected for over fifty years, so, as ill luck would have it, I have been called ‘Martin’ by everyone since, whether I liked it or not. I think no one would be pleased by this, or think it fair, so I am keen to tell the story of that unforeseen event, and to clear up my relationship with Martin once and for all.
The wind and tides were as Coulter had expected, and I was cast up on the beach at Huelva, where I was very soon discovered by two local fishermen. I immediately suspected they were not exactly fishermen, and wondered if they were actually from British Intelligence. Why? Because when they found me they didn’t seem to care in the slightest about my possessions, but seemed to be interested only in high matters of state, for they reported me to the authorities at once.
My status – Major in the Royal Marines – was high enough to attract the interest of those authorities, whose military arm promptly despatched a squad to the scene: they took me to a government building, where I was given a thorough body search, from my head to my feet. I knew they wanted to garner what military intelligence they could from my body, but what intelligence did I have? I had thought of myself as someone of no importance doing a humdrum low-level job. From the things they found on me, though, I couldn’t have been more wrong.
They recovered these from my body:
One travel pass, RM for the use of, identifying the bearer as Major Martin, Royal Marines, H.Q. Combined Operations.
One photograph signed “Pam,” with two soppy love letters from same.
One letter from family in Liverpool revealing father to be a gentleman of influence.
One letter from bank manager, pressing for payment of overdraft, showing recipient to be spendthrift son of well-off family.
One confidential letter from Vice Chief, Imperial General Staff, Gen. Archibald Nye to Gen. Harold Alexander, disclosing Allied plans to invade Greece, and noting that Allied landing on Sicily to be a feint only (highest importance).
I hadn’t thought I had been carrying much at all, let alone secret military intelligence that was worth a king’s ransom. Only I knew – I had worked out for myself – that the stratagem must have been Coulter’s. Once I had come this far, every doubt vanished like the morning mist. I had discharged the duty Coulter had given me, and the rest would be up to the Spanish.
I was very content with the show they put on; more precisely, Coulter was very pleased that they sent Gen. Nye’s letter to Gen. Alexander straight to the German Embassy with the utmost celerity. For the Embassy it was a jewel beyond price, and they flew an urgent top-secret despatch to Berlin overnight, under the heading:
“Reliable information: Allies to invade Greece. Sicilian campaign a feint.”
Whether the Krauts believed this or not, Heaven only knows. I hoped they did, but to them my hopes were dog-shit and curses. Whether my curses were at all efficacious is something else that only Heaven knows.
At all events, my body was of little significance compared to the intelligence it had carried. Nevertheless, it may be because of the merit of that intelligence that the Spanish army didn’t throw me back into the sea as I had assumed they would, but found me a grave instead and buried me. The grave is by the sea, where the endless pounding of the waves disturbs my rest, but, happily, I can just sense my far-off homeland from there. Someone who has lived only in his native country will not perhaps understand how important that is, but anyone who has lived abroad will know how important your country becomes to you. My grave is in an unfrequented and cheerless place, and I kept wondering there how Berlin finally dealt with the ‘intelligence’ I had provided them with.
All of a sudden, about a fortnight after all this was over, I smelt the scent of roses drifting over my cheerless grave, and I opened my eyes. I saw a woman in a long coat standing there, a bunch of roses in her hand. I had no idea who she was, and I hadn’t thought that anyone would know me in that out-of-the-way place, so I assumed she was standing over the wrong grave – so many of the graves are nameless, it would have been an easy mistake to make.
But when she began to speak, I was very excited, because what she told me was the very thing I had been wondering about. She told me that when Berlin got the cable from the Spanish Embassy, they didn’t suspect a thing, and immediately transferred many of their garrison units away from Sicily to Greece. The garrison in Sicily had only just been relieved when our armies launched an enormous amphibious attack, and with no significant enemy opposition, they were able to occupy the island and break through the protective screen defending the Italian mainland. And then at the end she said, “Dear Major Martin, Coulter wants me to congratulate you on behalf of the nation! You have made a significant contribution to the defence of your country, and neither your homeland nor your people will ever forget you, sir!”
I said I wasn’t Martin, that my name is Michael, Gwynfor Michael.
The transmission of a voice from one world to another is a task fraught with difficulties, as impossible as sculpting one’s dreams or making fire from water. When God set such impossibilities before me, was he testing my patience, I wonder? Or trying to tell me something? I don’t know. In fact, as I have said before, trying to understand God’s intentions is likewise a task fraught with difficulties. It seems at times as if he wants us to understand something, but more often he only succeeds in making us more bewildered. There is nothing to be done about it. All too often, the only thing God gives those of us down below is this “nothing to be done” of his.
Oh God, when will humans ever hear what I’m saying?
Translated by Brian Holton
Ge Fei
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Mona Lisa's Smile
T
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here was a peculiar fellow by the name of Hu Weimian in our year at college. He was four or five years older than the rest of us, a devotee of prognostication and the arcane divinatory arts, blithe to all inhibitions of convention, in demeanour the very figure of the free-ranging poet-scholar. The character mian that formed part of his personal name was by no means entirely obscure, but teachers calling the roll would often misread it as the visually similar gai, meaning “beggar,” to the loud amusement of the class. For these reasons, although he was a taciturn person who kept himself to himself, we were all very soon well aware of his presence among us. Because his hair had gone prematurely white, the girls of the class called him Old Whitehead. Learning of this, he seemed not in the least put out, defusing the joke with self-deprecatory quotes from the classics – like the line from the Liezi, “They who are not grizzled grey, what know they of the ancient’s Way?” Erudite and bookish Deng Haiyun, by way of flaunting his broad learning, took to calling him Huai Tehai, but since this was in fact nothing more than a phonetic transliteration of “Whitehead” (it was one translation of the name of the eponymous English mathematician and philosopher) it really didn’t bring anything fresh to our fun.
Then there were some who called him ‘Mona Lisa.’ At first, we weren’t entirely sure what they were driving at, but as time went by we came to realise the subtle aptness of this nickname. For, no matter when, a smile of sorts played across Hu Weimian’s face, ambiguous and mysterious; as the poet said: “A flower and yet not, a mist and yet not.” He might have been pleased, he might have been annoyed, he might have been smiling, he might not. The simple explanation was a peculiarity in the shape of his mouth such that he could not but smile, something that remained the case even when he was angry. Over time, the same question occurred to us all: were Hu Weimian to really break out in a smile, what would it look like? Sad to relate, we were to graduate and leave the college without ever having the fortune to witness such a moment.
While we were freshly arrived at the university, the students from the classes of ’78 and ’79 had not yet left. These “uncles” and “aunties” seemed an entire generation senior to us in age and they excelled in assaulting our tender and brittle self-confidence with their conceited hauteur. They would often show up uninvited in our dormitory rooms to impart the fruits of their study in tones that left no doubt who was master and who pupil, patting us on the head in a manner designed to mock and referring to us affectionately as “little red devils.” Not a syllable of the terms and jargon that issued from their lips made a lick of sense to us: something about Plutarch or Tantai Mieming, about aufheben, or spurious nonsense of the stripe, “beauty does not presuppose an end or purpose, but can have purposiveness.” Come night, these words and concepts would transform into monsters of frightening countenance and torment us with nightmares to the accompaniment of the constant drizzling rains of early autumn. Our elders had all been rusticated youths “sent down to the countryside.” One had played the pipa in a provincial song-and-dance ensemble; another had been a rubber-tapper in Simao down in Yunnan; one had planted trees in the Mulan grasslands in the campaign to create the “Three North” shelterbelts; one had worked as a veterinarian in remote Golog out in Qinghai; there was even one who, rumour had it, had worked loading the ovens in a crematorium. They naturally had scant regard for we “little red devils,” innocent of the affairs of the world. This was not the case where Hu Weimian was concerned, however. Him they accorded the greatest respect, and some mixed that respect with a touch of genuine humility. This was a cause of great consternation to us for a time.
At the weekends, students from the more senior years would often hold various small academic salons. A combination of the particular political climate of those times and the haughty reserve of the organisers gave these salons something of a clandestine quality and by no means everyone was regarded as entitled to attend. To inveigle our way into these circles of the learned, myself and Deng Haiyun purchased a carton of Glory brand cigarettes for the person who was to chair one salon, and it was only by dint of this bribe that we were suffered to attend in the role of tea-boys and general dogsbodies. How different things were in the case of Hu Weimian! He would often turn up suddenly halfway through a gathering, sit quietly in some corner for a while, then like as not leave before the event was even over. I recall he always had an old canvas satchel, faded white with repeated washing, slung across his shoulder. When he appeared, someone would give up their seat for him; when he left it would sometimes cause a temporary hiatus in the discussions. He would turn up grinning his grin and leave the same way, and almost never ventured his own opinion. Even when, as often happened as a mark of respect, the chair of the salon interrupted some rambling discourse by another student to invite Hu Weimian to grace the assembly with his words of wisdom, he only dismissed the suggestion with a wave of his hand and held his peace.
On one occasion (I recall the matter under discussion being issues of “bi-directional co-constitution” and the like), after repeated pleadings from the chair and to the resounding applause of the other attendees, Hu Weimian, his cheeks burning red, did rise to speak, delivering a disquisition I can only describe as a farrago of nonsense. What was odd about it was that each word, indeed each phrase, was entirely amenable to our understanding and nothing particularly abstruse, but when you came to string these words and phrases together to form a connected discourse all semblance of sense was completely lost. No matter how we tried to wrap our heads around it, we had not the faintest idea what he was talking about. Hu Weimian kept his gaze firmly fixed on the ceiling as he spoke, now and again stumbling to a lengthy pause, his voice at times barely audible and for the most part apparently speaking to himself. When after an excruciating length of time he at last finished his delivery, everyone looked at everyone else and the room was quiet enough to hear a pin drop. Seemingly the vast majority of those in it had not understood a word. The Chair had understood, of course, and with a view to facilitating a general discussion on the issues Hu had raised, set about reiterating Weimian’s contribution, albeit couched in his own highly logical discursive mode.
He had not yet finished delivering his piece when a clearly agitated Weimian leapt to his feet and interrupted, “That’s what I said, but it’s not what I meant.”
The Chair turned a deep shade of red at this intervention and was not a little lost as to how to retrieve the situation. But he was, after all, a young man of learning and wide experience, and deft with a flexible response, so he executed a neat and instant intellectual volte-face, repeating what he had just said but turning the whole thing around in the hopes of pleasing Weimian.
To his surprise, Hu Weimian rose to his feet once again, this time his urgent plaint: “That is what I meant, but you can’t say it like that.”
The words had scarce left his mouth before the assembly burst into laughter. In his embarrassment, the Chair felt obliged to chuckle along with them, before declaring the salon finished for the day. This incident serves to illustrate how wholly unlike anyone else Hu Weimian was, in his ideas and in his manner of interacting with his peers. Subsequently, the time and venue of the salon were changed and we never again saw Hu Weimian at one of our weekend discussions.
Although himself a native of Shanghai, it was said that Hu Weimian’s scholarly roots lay with the Hu clan of Jixi in Anhui; on his mother’s side he was descended from the renowned Hangs of Qiantang. The pedigree of his learning was well attested. Tutored at home in his earliest youth, he gained a basic grounding in the scholarship of the great Qing philologist Zhang Yantai and his student Huang Kan and also a sound grasp of the fundamentals of English and German. Coupled with his broad appetite for knowledge, good memory and gift of eidetic recall, it comes as no small surprise that he was regarded as the outstanding student of our year. The more curious among us had even visited his home to inquire into the existence of some connection between Hu Weimian’s forebears and the great Hu Shih, a fellow scion of Jixi County. Hu Weimian’s reply was the merest of nods; whether this meant assent or denial, we were not to know.
Such pursuit of academic antecedents and familial origins inevitably smacks of the fetishization of the ancients, and is thus not a practice in which the true scholar would indulge. Yet it had become the prevailing fashion in our class at that time. Deng Haiyun claimed association with the clan of the same surname from Zhangzhou, Cao Shangquan with the Caos of Quanzhou and Huang Guanghui with the Huangs of Putian. Thus together the three were accorded the sobriquet, “The Three Worthy Masters of Central Fujian.” This is to make no mention of the various claimants to descent from the “Luos of Shangyu,” “Wangs of Yangzhou,” “Dous of Huzhou” or what have you, who seemed too numerous to recall. I was myself then but a callow youth and painfully aware of my humble origins, so at one time considered claiming some connection with the Liu clan of Dantu. However, subsequent perusal of our family’s genealogical annals revealed not even a whiff of the most distant kinship with that Liu E celebrated as the author of The Travels of Lao Can, and I was forced to a sullen abandonment of my pretensions.
To begin with, Hu Weimian attended classes along with the rest of us, but he gradually stopped going to some of them, until in the end the only one he still took was classical philology. That too fell by the wayside after the senior lecturer, Professor Tang, made a mistake in the pronunciation of a slightly unusual character. Our teachers saw no reason to fault Weimian for his non-attendance. No matter how many classes he missed, so long as he made it to the end-of-term exams his results remained excellent in all subjects. Almost as a matter of course he won for himself every one of the limited-award scholarships available to him. He also received a nine-yuan stipend each month from the editorial board of Early Classical Philology for services provided (in those days, nine yuan was sufficient to cover about half of a month’s living expenses). Post-graduate studies were not an option during that period, but it was said that Professors Dong and Xie of the Department of Chinese Linguistic History had fallen out bitterly over their competing desires to keep Hu Weimian on as an assistant, and the formerly friendly colleagues were now entirely estranged. This tale sounded something of an exaggeration and whether it was actually true or not I cannot say.
After the students from the classes of ’77 and ’78 left, we discovered the campus to be suddenly a great deal quieter, almost deserted. The desolation was something we felt inside as well. The students from the classes of ’79 and ’80 could now at last make their presence felt but they showed no particular interest in forums, lectures, salons and the like, preferring rather such unsavoury pursuits as “lights-out” dance parties (which they referred to as “fishing trips”). Apart from a few classmates who were happy to be corrupted, the majority of our year disdained any doings with them. If we encountered any difficulties in our studies, we would seek out Hu Weimian. Habitually he refused no request, providing what assistance he was able without prejudice or favour. For a time he was known as the “little tutor.” Unfortunately, this happy state of affairs was not to last, as by the second semester of our second year Hu Weimian had pretty much stopped coming to campus. We would see neither hide nor hair of him for months on end. As time went by, it was only when we saw his name on the list of borrowers at the campus library that we remembered he was in fact still our classmate.
One of the lads from our dorm room, Wei Ting, was rumoured to be adept at the traditional art of fortune-telling by physiognomy. By his account, to look at Hu Weimian was to see he was not a man of our mundane sphere but in fact a ghost, the daemonic shadow cast by some object that did not truly exist. Hu Weimian was the cloud that drifts in from afar only to drift away again without giving fall to any rain. Or else he was a drop of morning dew, only able to exist in the darkness and fated to melt into nothing with the first ray of sunlight. As Wei Ting put it, “He’s the sort that sooner or later will have trouble come his way.” The general opinion was this was an exercise in mean-spirited imprecation resulting from Wei’s envy of Hu Weimian, and we paid scant regard for the perspicacious insight hidden in his words.
Hu Weimian’s home was in a Western-style apartment building set within gardens, not far from the Jing’an Temple. Apparently the entire building had been family property until it was confiscated by the government in the ’50s. Even with the policy reforms that came after the end of the Cultural Revolution, only the second-floor ballroom and dressing room had been returned to them. Some said Yuan Kewen, the promiscuous scholar son of soi disant emperor Yuan Shikai, had once stayed in the house for three months. Others claimed that when he was commanding the defence of Shanghai, Bai Chongxi had shot dead a deserting subordinate in those very gardens, and so rumours abounded that the building was haunted.
Deng Haiyun had once accompanied our class president Wang Yan when she visited Hu Weimian’s home to have her fortune read. As to why Wang had made the trip, what Hu Weimian said to her and whether or not his prognostications proved accurate, we were not to know. Deng Haiyun kept his lips firmly sealed on the matter, mentioning only how very shiny were the three Kangxi-era coins Hu used for his I-Ching reading. Haiyun did also say that Hu Weimian’s behaviour was becoming a little erratic. Hu Weimian had recently become intimate with a group of mystics practising the Daoist art of making oneself invisible. We knew little of the ways of mystics, and when it came to the art of invisibility could only refer to the tale of the Daoist’s sorry failure in Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio. We were however, most impressed by Deng Haiyun’s description of the surroundings in which Hu Weimian lived. He told us of a statue of a naked angel in the gardens, an old-fashioned gramophone player, a little side-table with its legs sawn short, a stopped wall clock, and a kindly-looking old servant…
I had written a novel but keenly felt the lack of editorial guidance, so I had the manuscript passed on to Hu Weimian through the offices of one of the scholars at Early Classical Philology. Some three months passed before the draft was returned to me via the same route. Hu Weimian had corrected almost every one of my typographical errors, but his critique of my literary efforts ran to a bare, gnomic ten-word phrase:
Over-reaching is as much a flaw as falling short.
This was my first direct interaction with Hu Weimian. I wrote to him after he returned my manuscript. I thanked him for his proffered guidance and asked him for a frank, full and detailed opinion of my piece. His reply came in very short order. It was shocking in its aloofness and conceit; besides the usual formulaic pleasantries demanded by courtesy, all he had added to his former judgement was a mere few words:
As for falling short, not quite.
But over-reaching is as much a flaw as falling short.
Not long after, Hu Weimian reappeared on campus, as there was to be a census. I ran into him in one of the toilets in the humanities department building, but he didn’t know me by sight, and would not acknowledge me on his own account. I hesitated for the longest time but in the end found no excuse for striking up conversation. Soon, he shook himself, rearranged his trousers, turned and left.
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There was a lad from Henan called Song Jianjun who shared our dorm room. He was the youngest in the entire year, and the shortest too, by nature somewhat pig-headed and naïve, and everyone called him “Silly Song.” Silly Song idolised Hu Weimian to such a degree that he modelled himself entirely on the man in a slavishly imitative manner. He copied Hu in every particular at all times, apart from a signal failure to have his own hair turn prematurely white. Hu Weimian cut classes, so Silly Song cut classes. Hu Weimian stayed away from class so he could spend more time studying hard in the library, however, whereas Silly Song idled away the time hanging around campus. Each evening, when we returned to our dorm room after free study period, Silly Song would feel obliged to regale us with a detailed account of all he had seen that day, cast in terms of some great mystery:
“Have a guess who I ran into today.”
We all knew full well that the answer was going to be something related to Hu Weimian, it always was. No one could be bothered to respond to Silly Song. Silly he may have been, but he wasn’t stupid, so he later gave up on this painful question-and-answer mode that only served to annoy us, substituting a more forceful declarative style:
“I ran into Mona Lisa again today.”
or
“I ran into Hu Weimian in the library. He was returning a book, Spinoza’s Ethics.”
or else
“Hu Weimian was talking with a monk in the pavilion on Summer Rain Island. Why would he be knocking about with monks, I wonder?”
We maintained our policy of ignoring him. Long since inured to such treatment, he would only give an embarrassed smile. One evening, just as we were all about to drop off to sleep, there came a deep sigh from Silly Song’s bunk, then he said:
“I went to the Number Twelve Department Store today to buy a bamboo sleeping mat and saw Mona Lisa coming downstairs. He didn’t just go out of his way to say hello, he even took me for something to eat, we ate…”
“Ice cream, wasn’t it?”
“No it wasn’t.” Silly Song appeared to have perked up, “Guess again.”
“Guess my arse! Silly Song, if you don’t belt up, I’ll chuck you out that window!” came someone’s less than polite response.
At this point, I saw a flicker of flame as Wei Ting lit a cigarette. He spoke to Silly Song, who had the bunk above his. “Where was it you said you ran into Hu Weimian?”
“The Number Twelve Department Store.”
“Now, that is odd.” Wei Ting sounded genuinely surprised.
Realising there was something behind Wei Ting’s words, several heads at once poked out from behind the mosquito nets that draped our bunks.
Wei Ting merely drew calmly on his cigarette, not speaking for quite some time. “It really does seem weird. Because every time I run into Hu Weimian, it’s by the entrance to the Number Twelve as well. Plus it’s always on a Saturday. What’s all that about?”
It turned out that Wei Ting had been going every Saturday afternoon to Meilong New Village, which was just to the west of the Number Twelve Department Store, to teach a brush-and-ink painting class the local street committee had put on. As he passed the Number Twelve on his way back after class, he would often run into Hu Weimian. The previous week, he’d just left Meilong New Village when it started to rain. He ran full-face into Hu Weimian coming past the concrete flower bed in front of the Number Twelve. The rain was coming down good and hard; Hu Weimian looked pale and his hair was soaked, hanging down around his face in sodden clumps. Despite the wind and rain, Hu Weimian was still walking at his usual unhurried pace. He could, of course, have found somewhere to shelter out the rain until it passed. Wei Ting thought he’d lend the man his umbrella, but despite calling out to Hu several times, he got not the slightest sign of a response. Perhaps he simply hadn’t heard.
There really was something strange about this business. Hu Weimian lived miles away by the Jing’an Temple, so why was he always showing up on a Saturday afternoon by the entrance to the Number Twelve Department Store? No one in the dorm room was sleepy any more, instead we launched into a free-for-all discussion as to what might be going on. In the end it was Wei Ting who couldn’t be bothered with it any more. He stubbed his cigarette out on the wall, gave a yawn and said, “Get some sleep, eh? Perhaps it’s just coincidence. And on the other hand, if he has some particular reason for being there, there’s no need for us to be guessing at it wildly.” Wei Ting’s words usually served as an order for our dorm room, so with that said, everyone settled down to sleep.
Given that the whole thing was largely hearsay, no one bar Silly Song set much store by it, and by the time we woke up it had been forgotten entirely. Were it not for something that happened two months later, no one would have imagined that there really was a secret reason for all this.
The acknowledged poet-laureate of our class, Cao Shangquan, had two thirty-four-line odes “To Veronica” published in Poetry Monthly. Once news of this got about on campus, it caused quite a stir. The department heads themselves chaired a small poetry forum by way of celebration and the college’s Summer Rain Poetry Association invited Cao to give a lecture and arranged a dozen or more readings. Everyone in our class knew those poems backwards, but none of us knew who this “Veronica” was supposed to be. One view held that she was Cao Shangquan’s cousin. This sudden fame served only to greatly feed Cao’s vanity and longing for further success, such that despite having failing grades in several subjects he now indulged in fantasies of winning a prize scholarship come the end of term. One of the surest ways of attaining this prize, in the shrewd estimation of the worldly Wei Ting, was to eliminate the major obstacle in his path: to wit, Hu Weimian. There was no surer way to utterly blacken Mona Lisa’s name than to stick up a big-character poster denouncing him. Cao Shangquan vacillated for quite some time before deciding against this extreme approach. Instead, he wrote an anonymous letter to the college Party Secretary.
The letter accused Hu Weimian of an habitual smug self-satisfaction and severe bourgeois-liberal tendencies. He was in cahoots with various unsavoury characters who were not students of the college, most likely enlisting their participation in whatever reactionary secret society he was seeking to establish. He was also a regular visitor to the stationery counter of the Number Twelve Department Store, where he engaged in the repeated harassment of a charming and prepossessing young salesgirl, to the point that his victim had suffered a period of mental distress…
After being passed around several members of staff, this letter soon fell into the hands of student adviser Li Xueyi. Li Xueyi himself had a background in Ancient Chinese Studies and held Hu Weimian in the highest regard. This, coupled with his general distaste for low tricks of the anonymous letter stripe, meant his first instinct was to ignore the missive entirely. However, the numerous instructional comments appended to the letter by leaders of various levels of seniority constitude a not-insignificant-barrier to Li Xueyi adopting a do-nothing approach. He felt obliged to make at least a perfunctory investigation of the matter. He came to see our class president, Wang Yan, and showed her the letter, instructing her to make a visit to the Number Twelve Department Store with a view to getting another angle on what was going on. Wang Yan of course took this mission very seriously. She asked her regular sidekick and fellow member of the students’ committee Deng Haiyun to accompany her, and the pair dashed off to the Number Twelve that very afternoon to investigate the whole sorry business.
The way Deng Haiyun later told it, to gaze upon the face of this salesgirl was to have your heart melt: “Her countenance the hibiscus in bloom, she exuded the fresh essence of a limpid autumnal stream. Her eyes were icy pools, her teeth a pearlescent sparkle. Comely of figure, and endowed by Nature with the gentlest of spirits; pretty as a flower in bloom yet with human sensibility; delicate and elegant as jade but with a human warmth; one smile from her was sufficient to dazzle, the painted ladies of the court paled beside her. The beauty of Lin Daiyu and Xue Baochai combined in one person, a Qin Keqing reborn…”
In his excitement Deng Haiyun dragged out every single superlative he could muster, such that we other boys of the class were practically salivating, half-minded to set off through the night to see this wonder for ourselves.
First thing the following morning we had Professor Di Yaping’s class in “Studies on Dream of the Red Chamber.” The large lecture hall designed to seat upwards of a hundred and fifty students was sparsely populated by barely two dozen. Professor Di’s displeasure showed clearly in her face. What she said on the matter gave notice that despite her reputation as something of a scholarly recluse, Professor Di very much had her finger on the pulse of campus gossip:
“What is going on? Why are there so few of you? Where could everyone have gone? Surely they can’t all have headed off to the Number Twelve Department Store to moon at Qin Keqing?”
The real name of this salesgirl everyone called “Qin Keqing” was Ye Xiaomei, a young woman originally from Suqian up north in Jiangsu Province. She’d taken on what had originally been her father’s job and had been sent to work in Shanghai. The stationery counter she ran was on the second floor of the department store, next to a booth where you could get your watches and clocks repaired or keys cut. Most of the second floor was being redecorated at that point; there was dust everywhere and the acrid stench of paint stung the nostrils, so few customers bothered visiting. Recounting events later, Ye Xiaomei recalled how one afternoon she sat knitting a sweater when she became aware of a man dressed in a Mao suit standing in front of her counter leering at her foolishly (Wang Yan explained repeatedly to Ye Xiaomei that Hu Weimian wasn’t actually leering at her, that’s just the way his face was made. He was generally very solemn and never smiled). The man had a head of white hair, but a second look confirmed he was in fact quite young. His brows were knitted in a deep frown, but there was that foolish smile plastered on his lips. Ye Xiaomei wondered if there was something not quite right in the head about him and looked him over a couple of times just in case. He asked her if she had any ink pads for stamps and when Ye Xiaomei replied that she didn’t, he immediately turned and left. As he got to the door to the stairs, for some reason he turned back and gave her another look. He hadn’t been expecting Ye Xiaomei to also be looking at him and he gave a noticeable start, almost losing his footing.
That was the first time Ye Xiaomei met Hu Weimian.
About a week later, Ye Xiaomei met him again. That afternoon the painting and decorating crew working on the second floor were taking a break; the old fellow who fixed watches was slumped forward across the counter of his booth taking a nap; the entire second floor was enveloped in a languid stillness. She recognised Hu Weimian at first glance. He approached her counter with his head bowed. He bought a pencil sharpener, but rather than leaving straight away, attempted to strike up conversation. He blurted out a query as to whether or not she was a native of Shanghai, succeeding in hitting a sore point of identity anxiety the young woman from rural northern Jiangsu usually managed to keep under wraps. Her expression hardened and she shot him an unfriendly look. Hu Weimian blushed scarlet and sloped off, crestfallen.
After that, Hu Weimian came to the department store almost every week, the time apparently fixed as Saturday afternoon between three and four. Sometimes he would purchase a few pencils, erasers or the like from Ye Xiaomei’s counter, or maybe things like plastic-covered notebooks, manila envelopes or ink.
To have a customer come to her stationery counter at a set time once a week to buy things was more than a little unusual for Ye Xiaomei. The true reason for Hu Weimian’s repeat custom was clearly unfathomable to her. It was like a particularly abstruse riddle, designed to draw Ye Xiaomei into guessing its solution, whether she cared to or not. And as time went by, she did find herself ensnared.
One time, Hu Weimian had just purchased a small travel pen-knife from the stationery counter and was on his way out, when Ye Xiaomei called him back. Not having anything particular to say to him, she came up with a query about why he was buying so much stationery. Hu Weimian’s reply was couched in a self-deprecatory tone. “I’m not sure how best to answer that. Different items of stationery each have their own particular purpose.”
“Well, say this little pen-knife for example…?” Ye Xiaomei wasn’t letting him off he hook that easily.
“Oh, I’ll use it for trimming my nasal hair.”
It was Ye Xiaomei’s turn to blush. It was snowing lightly that afternoon, she later recalled. The second floor was in a gloomy half-light. The old fellow who repaired watches had already left to spend the Lunar New Year in his hometown. Across the counter, the two of them talked a little more about other things. Just before he left, Hu Weimian asked Ye Xiaomei if it would be all right to make her acquaintance. She was taken aback for a moment. He stood looking at her timidly. Ye Xiaomei was a country girl and not fully aware of the meaning of his question. Her unstudied reply, however, was just what the most sophisticated and up-to-date Shanghai young woman might have said:
“Er, are we not already acquainted?”
He came every Saturday afternoon to see her and chat. Sometimes he came on a Wednesday too. Ye Xiaomei found a little folding stool specially for him. When she learned he was a university student, her attitude quite naturally changed. Back then, university students were as a rule held in general esteem, and for a girl from a small town, like Ye Xiaomei, it perhaps even possessed something of a mystique. She asked if he could lend her some books to read. Hu Weimian immediately reached into his canvas satchel and fished out a copy of Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra, which he handed to her. She spent an entire month in sustained effort, with no result but that her old splitting headaches returned to distress her once again…
On her return, Wang Yan presented a detailed account of her findings to the student adviser. He listened to all she had to say without a word, merely chuckling to himself. Wang Yan offered the conclusions she herself had drawn from the investigation: a variety of indicators made clear that the pair were courting, and doing so in an exceptionally pure and proper fashion. There was no question whatsoever of there being any “harassment.” The student adviser quoted two lines from a classical poem, his rarefied way of pronouncing final judgement on the nature of the entire affair:
The stillest pond that no ripples shows,
Will stir alike when the spring wind blows.
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After that, Ye Xiaomei and Wang Yan fast became friends. Alone in Shanghai without friend or relative, Ye Xiaomei treated Wang Yan as a stand-in elder sister. She would often come to campus to hang out with Wang Yan. Sometimes, if Ye Xiaomei had stayed late, Wang Yan would let her stay in her dorm room and they’d share the same bed. They talked about everything. Wang Yan did find it strange that although their chats would often turn to Hu Weimian, should she attempt to find out, even in the most roundabout way, how the pair were getting on, Ye Xiaomei would merely smile and hold her tongue.
At weekends, Wang Yan would take Ye Xiaomei along to the dances in the Hedong canteen. But then one day an ageing, balding fellow asked Ye Xiaomei for a dance. She wasn’t all that keen but in the end agreed to avoid awkwardness. Baldy dragged her off to a dark corner and surreptitiously pressed a wad of something into her hand, all the while mumbling on about it being just a small token… At the time, Ye Xiaomei was too embarrassed to look and see what it was, and she stuffed it straight into her pocket. She returned to Wang Yan all a-fluster and dragged her off outside. Under the streetlamp, she pulled whatever it was out of her pocket to take a look. It turned out to be a wad of cash, a full two hundred in total. After that, Ye Xiaomei didn’t feel like chancing any more nights out dancing.
After the affair of the anonymous letter, Hu Weimian began to come and go on campus more frequently. From tip to toe, he had transformed into an entirely different person. His hair was cut short and had been dyed jet-black; unprepared for the sight of it, we got quite a shock. He had now taken to wearing a Western-style suit, thick wool check, and his shoes were polished to a mirror shine. If you got talking to him, he had none of his former airs about him, even volunteering to help classmates in the dorm room revise their end-of-year papers and get in touch with journals that might perhaps publish them. In another unprecedented move, he also took part in the big annual college spring sports meet. The event he put his name down for was the hammer and he actually managed to come in fourth. Wang Yan used the two hundred Ye Xiaomei had come by that night at the dance to fund an outing to Dianshan Lake. Not only did Hu Weimian enthusiastically agree to come along, while there he even belted out a song for us after some encouragement. He was not, however, much of a singer and the girls in our class fairly fainted from laughing at his performance.
These pleasing changes in Hu Weimian allowed the student adviser, who had long harboured concerns about the younger man’s mental well-being, to at last set his mind at rest. Wei Ting hit the nail on the head with his analysis: the recent somewhat smug air about Mona Lisa was testimony to how well things were going between him and the pretty young lass from the Number Twelve Department Store. We all agreed he was bang on the money with this. Not long after, Silly Song began to make his reports to the rest of the dorm room again, this time about the doings of Hu Weimian “and company.” We all knew full well who this “company” referred to. By way of proving he wasn’t a stalker, Silly Song was obliged to interlard his accounts with phrases like “as luck would have it,” “ran into,” “bumped into” and “happened to meet.”
One evening, as he was coming out of the library, Silly Song “as luck would have it” caught sight of Hu Weimian and Ye Xiaomei strolling together up by the campus clinic. Not long passed before the pair looked carefully all about them then made their furtive way into a small copse overgrown with thick underbrush. When Silly Song made his own way past the clinic he “just so happened” to cast a glance in the direction of this small copse, from which came the muffled sound of a woman saying…
“Saying what?” By this point in the tale, the general feeling was this was something worth hearing and everyone in the dorm room had gathered close.
Silly Song, the little beggar, was daft as a brush most of the time but showed no signs of muddled thinking at the critical point in his story. He could see from the hungry shine in our eyes that he’d piqued our interest, so he deliberately began to hem and haw, shaking his head, and in affected tones announced with a sigh, “Ah, well, a thing like this… perhaps I shouldn’t say anything…”
We were obliged to plead with Silly Song. After stringing it out as best he could, he at last set out his conditions, “You’ll have to buy me a midnight snack.”
So we had to scare up food coupons and cobble enough together so that someone could be sent running down to the canteen to fetch steamed meat dumplings. Only when he’d scoffed the lot and wiped the grease from his lips did Silly Song proceed, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I heard the girl say, ‘I love your snow-white hair and your dark black skin’.”
“And what was Hu Weimian’s reply?”
“Do you really need to ask? It was, of course, ‘I love your jet-black hair and your pale white skin’.” A grin plastered across his face, Silly Song stood up and clambered into his bunk, ready to settle down for the night.
This tale was almost certainly a complete fabrication, an obvious and shoddy plagiarism of the sort of salacious tales told about the poet-lovers Qian Qianyi and Liu Rushi. There was no reason to believe a word of it. By comparison, the tidings coming by way of Wang Yan seemed far more credible.
Wang Yan mentioned to Huang Guanghui – one of our “Three Worthy Masters of Central Fujian” – that Hu Weimian seemed a touch lacking when it came to understanding what went on between a man and a woman. “I think it would be best if you lads pick someone who can go and give him a few pointers. If things carry on as they are, I foresee it all coming to a bad end.”
Huang Guanghui knew Wang Yan was at that very moment in the throes of a passionate liaison with a young teacher in the geography department. He laughed and said, “What bloody pointers? We’re all about the pangs and anguish of the slough of despond when it comes to love and girls. We can see it all around us but it’s well out of reach. It’s the knife-twist of unrequited longing for us. What have any of us got to go on that we might be giving pointers to Hu Weimian? Perhaps it would be better if you handled this one yourself, my good lady.”
Wang Yan’s eyes blazed at this, and with a quick flick of her wrist she dashed the remaining water in her cup square into Huang Guanghui’s face.
By Wang Yan’s account, Hu Weimian and Ye Xiaomei were still seeing plenty of each other, but it wasn’t really going anywhere. Hu Weimian would bang on about abstruse points of Buddhist theology or Wittgenstein; none of what he said was hitting the right note. The other odd thing was the place he would arrange for them to meet, which was always the same too. For nearly every date the pair would go for a stroll around an air force radar station not far from campus. It got so that the sentries began to have suspicions as to what they were up to and asked to see their student IDs. One time, they spent the whole evening sitting on the edge of a rice paddy by the radar station with Hu Weimian going on about some bloke called Li Shutong. Despite how long they’d known each other, the pair had never even held hands and Ye Xiaomei was gradually losing all patience.
There was the time Wang Yan took Ye Xiaomei with her to the bathhouse. On the way over, Ye Xiaomei suddenly pulled her companion to a stop. “Wang Yan, tell me what you think, could Hu Weimian be a bit wrong in the head?”
The question was enough for Wang Yan to realise things were not going right for the couple. Ye Xiaomei seemed to have begun entertaining thoughts of calling it a day, so Wang Yan deliberately set her face and gave Ye Xiaomei a stern piece of her mind. “What are you babbling on about? Hu Weimian is the most gifted student in our whole department! There’re teachers who say you only see a student with his gifts once in a couple of centuries. It’s already been decided within the department to keep him on after graduation, and a few days ago one of the vice-deans of Fudan University made a special visit to ask Hu Weimian to take up a teaching post over there when he graduates. Do you think someone like that would be wrong in the head?”
“Well, in that case, it must be because he thinks I’m beneath him. Sometimes I don’t understand a single word he says; he must be setting out to annoy me deliberately, mustn’t he? Pulling that long face the whole day long, like he lost a shilling and found sixpence. I am a country girl, right enough, but if he thinks having a head of white hair makes him a great catch…”
The more she went on, the more hard done by Ye Xiaomei felt until she lost it completely, squatting down beside the road to sob her heart out.
“Why would you think that?” Wang Yan had to squat down as well to comfort Ye Xiaomei. “Gifted types are all like that. At least you get to go for strolls with him. If he bumps into one of us out and about he just goes by with his head up in the clouds, and doesn’t make a peep. You have to take the initiative now that he’s put you on a pedestal.”
The evening before May Day, the minute Ye Xiaomei got off work she came dashing over to campus all a-fluster. As soon as she found Wang Yan, the overjoyed Ye Xiaomei blurted out her news. “Weimian has invited me to his home for May Day, and he’s going to take me out for dinner at the Red House. And we’re going to go to make offerings at the temples on Mount Putuo!”
Ye Xiaomei and Wang Yan sat out on the deserted sports field talking late into that night. Wang Yan felt obliged to pass on some of the secrets of dealing with men. The two of them talked about the future, debating evenspecifics such as whether or not they should try and live as neighbours after they were married.
So come May Day itself, Ye Xiaomei and Hu Weimian went out for dinner as appointed at the Red House, a Western restaurant. The expression Hu Weimian wore was exactly the same he always had; not warm, certainly, but not what you could call cold either. He patiently educated Ye Xaomei in the use of a knife and fork and the essentials of Western dining etiquette. He said little else besides what this mission required. The steak that day was very old and tough and Ye Xiaomei gave up after only one bite. When they’d finished eating, Hu Weimian ordered just the one cup of coffee, for himself. “Why didn’t you order one for me?” Ye Xiaomei enquired. “It’s very bitter stuff,” Hu Weimian replied, “Do you think you could manage a cup?” He ordered her one. Wanting to demonstrate she appreciated fully the gustatory pleasures of coffee, Ye Xiaomei screwed her eyes tight and downed her cup at a single gulp, scalding her tongue something awful.
As they left the restaurant, it started to rain. Ye Xiaomei had brought an umbrella, but she deliberately chose not to put it up. This meant they had to share Hu Weimian’s. Hu Weimian held his umbrella so it sheltered Ye Xiaomei, while he himself soon became drenched. As they walked, Ye Xiaomei kept tugging surreptitiously at Hu Weimian’s coat-tails, but he failed to take the hint. Back then the streetlamps around the Jing’an Temple glowed dimly and the streets were dark and deserted. They twisted and turned their way through a maze of dank, narrow alleyways before at last coming to a big stone doorway. They entered and took a winding wooden stairway to the second floor.
It was pitch black in the room and there was a powerful musty stench. Fortunately the curtains weren’t drawn, allowing the faintest glow from the dusky outdoors to penetrate. Hu Weimin led Ye Xiaomei over to a sofa and sat her down. She asked why he didn’t turn on a light, to which he replied that they’d not worked for upwards of two years now and no one had been round to fix them. He’d got used to using candles. Through the darkness she could make out the sound of him striking a match. It seemed as if the wick was damp; try as he might he couldn’t light the candle. Hu Weimian asked if she minded sitting there in the dark with him. He didn’t wait for her reply, continuing on to inform her that unless he was trying to read he would rarely bother to light even a candle. It was only in the darkness that a man’s soul could find true peace.
Ye Xiaomei would never have imagined such a silent and still place could be found in the bustling heart of downtown. Her ears became more sensitively attuned amid the quiet, so that it seemed countless voices were speaking right beside her. The room was wide and high-ceilinged, so big it felt a boundless space. She could barely see a thing, so dim was the light. The rain came down heavier still. Now and then a vehicle passed on the main street with a plash of spraying water. Headlamp beams swept the garden, illuminating the broad terrace beyond the window and the camphor trees.
Just as she was beginning to settle down to something approaching calm, from upstairs came the sound of someone playing the piano. It was the faintest of sounds and tinged with a certain gloom. The tune sounded familiar. For a while, the sound was lost in the heavy patter of the rain. Hu Weimian appeared from the other room with a cup of tea for her. She watched as he picked his way with ease through the darkened room and could not help but marvel.
At Ye Xiaomei’s insistence, Hu Weimian managed to dig out an old-fashioned oil lamp. It was covered in sticking plasters, perhaps because the glass chimney of the lamp was crazed with too many small cracks. She could see something standing behind the sofa, draped in red silk, for all the world like a shy new bride. She reached out with her hand and the silk was cool and smooth to the touch.
Hu Weimian told her it was a full-length dressing mirror. A Daoist adept friend had come to visit a few days previously and said the room suffered from a gloomy qi, a yin element that of course a mirror would only exacerbate. He had instructed Hu Weimian to cover the mirror in the red silk to ward off this unhappy influence.
Ye Xiaomei couldn’t help being somewhat taken aback by this and she sounded even a little mocking as she asked, “Do you really believe what he said?”
“Of course I do. Nothing in this world happens without cause or reason.” Hu Weimian’s reply was entirely serious.
“So, would it be all right if I lift up the silk and have a look?” She reached out her hand to do just that.
Hu Weimian’s face at once took on a mournful cast, and he spoke with no small urgency. “Best if you don’t touch it.”
Ye Xiaomei started at this, and withdrew her hand. The troubling thought occurred to her that if she were to marry him, she would have to spend the rest of her days in this place: quite an unsettling prospect.
The sound of the piano could be heard again from upstairs. Hu Weimian told her that on the sixth floor lived a girl who had been paralysed by a childhood bout of polio. She played the piano every night, into the small hours. Oddly, she would only ever play the one tune, something she’d done for a dozen years now. Other people living in the building had found the sound irritating and made complaints, even reporting it to the local police station. But what were the police going to do to a little cripple girl? Hu Weimian recalled having seen the girl once. She was only six years old at the time and could still walk with crutches, but after that she rarely, if ever, came downstairs.
“She must be about the same age as you are now, but I always picture her as that child. Although she only plays one tune, if you listen carefully each performance is very different from the last. There are times when it feels like she’s playing just for me alone, and she knows I’m listening…”
To hear Hu Weimian blather on about these irrelevancies made Ye Xiaomei quite morose. She knew he was lost in that world of his own, a place she had no point of access into.
Hu Weimian leaned back against the sofa, his voice growing ever lower as he spoke. It gradually came to resemble the mutterings of someone about to fall asleep. He must have been very tired; before long he had drifted off. The windowpane was streaked by the rain, like a tear-stained face. The piano upstairs stopped playing too and all around it was deathly still.
Ye Xiaomei sat alone in the lamplight, riffling languidly through the pile of books and magazines on the low table, but they were all printed in traditional full-form characters laid out in columns and she couldn’t understand any of them. She spotted a pile of gramophone records heaped messily on the floor and busied herself setting them quietly in order. When she turned back round, her eyes fell on the dressing mirror draped in silk behind the sofa, and her curiosity was piqued. She glanced over at Hu Weimian. His mouth was hanging open and he was snoring loudly, his face as ever wearing that is-he-isn’t-he ‘smile’. The notion arose unbidden that were she to lift the red silk and take a sneaky peek at the mirror, it couldn’t do any harm…
It was an ordinary enough mirror, not so very different from the one she’d seen at her granny’s as a girl, only the wooden frame and stand were a little better quality workmanship.
She looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair was a tousled mess and there was a startled look in her eyes. She couldn’t help wondering at how little the reflection resembled her. Why did she feel so afraid? She removed her hair slide and held it in her teeth, then fished a brush out of her bag and prepared to sort out her hair. To stiffen her resolve, she attempted a smile, but her lips froze to her gums and wouldn’t come away. This was because in the mirror she could see another face. It was the liver-spotted and wrinkled visage of someone very old. She gave a violent shuddering start, as if missing a step…
She turned slowly to look back in the direction of the reflection. The door to the other room stood open and in it, supporting himself against the frame of the doorway, stood an old man dressed in military khakis. He was smiling at her.
All Ye Xiaomei could manage by that point was to cover her face with her hands and loose a stream of high-pitched squeals. She dashed out of the room to the accompaniment of her own screaming, half-staggering as she dashed down the stairs then running wildly through the rain like a mad thing. As she finally reached the far end of the alley, she heard Hu Weimian behind her, shouting:
“Don’t be afraid, it’s nothing to be scared of, that’s my uncle!”
“Bugger his uncle! His uncle can go to hell!” In the early hours of that morning, a wet and bedraggled Ye Xiaomei had made her way to Wang Yan’s dorm room, still badly shaken. She was supposed to be going to the temples on Mount Putuo with Hu Weimian the next day, but she tore the tickets up into little pieces right there in front of Wang Yan.
A week later, Ye Xiaomei placed all the books Hu Weimian had lent her in a nylon string bag and brought the lot round to Wang Yan, requesting she return them on her behalf. Things having come to such a pass, it was clear to Wang Yan that the situation was beyond salvage. Whenever the sorry affair came up, Wang Yan would sigh and say, “Hu Weimian, I mean, really! He lives with his uncle but he doesn’t bother to mention that first to Ye Xiaomei. I ask you, it’s the middle of the night and suddenly some man appears in the room, who wouldn’t be scared?”
With the help of a go-between, Ye Xiaomei got herself a new boyfriend. He was a police detective, a widower. Middle-aged and plenty experienced, he got Ye Xiaomei pregnant on their very first date. I remember after our graduation ceremony when our class had to take a group photo in front of the humanities department building, Ye Xiaomei showed up to see Wang Yan. Her kid was already old enough to be crawling about on the little patch of grass.
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In no time, we were approaching the moment when we would be assigned our post-graduation work postings. When we saw Hu Weimian on campus again, he had grown a beard. Curiously enough, this had sprouted in a deep shade of black. He was thinner, his face appeared drawn and there was a look approaching panic in his eyes. Even the constant half-smile on his lips appeared gloomy. According to Deng Haiyun, Hu Weimian had been part of a group who welcomed a visiting scholar from the UK and must have said something he shouldn’t have, as the following day he was taken away by plain-clothes officers from the municipal public security bureau for a dressing-down. This seemed to have caused Hu Weimian no small amount of mental anguish. Subsequently, his behaviour became ever more dispirited and at one point rumours circulated that he was on hunger strike. Anxious about our own future careers, none of us had the time to concern ourselves with extraneous matters, so no one bothered to find out what had actually happened.
One day in early May, I was coming out of the library after returning some books. As I reached Rainbow Bridge, which spans the Liwa, a bicycle came flying along and screeched to a halt right in front of me. I looked up to see Hu Weimian looking back at me with a grin. I knew the smile wasn’t real, and carefully inquired as to what he might want of me. He mentioned an article on Nietzsche I’d had published in the college journal not long previously, and told me he disagreed with my position completely. We stood there on the bridge debating the point for over two hours, until dusk began to fall.
Hu Weimian checked his watch. “I have to go. My quilt is hanging out to dry by the dorms and it’s going to rain hard any minute.”
I looked up at the sky and couldn’t help grinning inwardly. It was a glorious sunset with a gentle breeze blowing and not the slightest hint of rain.
“How about I take you out for dinner sometime?” He was fiddling with the strap to his satchel. “We can have a proper chat.”
“When?”
He thought for a moment then spoke as if reciting, “Friday two weeks from now. That’s not counting the rest of this week, so two weeks after, the Friday of the third week. You come over to Jing’an Temple district at four in the afternoon. Will you remember that?”
He’d left me utterly confused, and all I could do was mumble an affirmative. With that, he wobbled away on his bike.
Not long after, black clouds rolled in from nowhere, the parasol trees began swaying violently and scurries of leaves were blown in all directions. I just about had time to dash to shelter under the eaves of the Number One dorm block before the rain came down hard and heavy, filling the campus with white clouds of rising steam.
Hu Weimian was famous for his strict punctuality, but for a person of negligent habits such as myself, an appointment so long in advance seemed a bit of a joke. Worried I might forget, I not only wrote a daily reminder to myself in my diary, I even stuck little notes into all my books. I also instructed Silly Song and Xiang Guozhong to help me remember and be sure to remind me when the time came (the sorry fact was that both of them forgot completely). Even with all these precautions in place, I passed the intervening fortnight in painful sleepless anxiety.
Working out that the Friday coming in two weeks’ time was May the twenty-first was easy enough, my problem was that Hu Weimian hadn’t told me his address. As the day of our appointment loomed, I asked around as to who might know, and found myself heading upstairs to request directions from Deng Haiyun.
I found him sat alone at a chess board, picking his feet as he worked his way through chess problems. I told him what I come to see him about but he didn’t even bother looking up. He puffed his cheeks out and said icily:
“I don’t know.”
“You have visited his house, haven’t you?”
“I have, but I’ve long since forgotten all about it.”
With that he stood, picked up two flasks from the corner and headed off to the canteen to fetch hot water.
One of his roommates told me that Deng Haiyun and Hu Weimian had broken off all contact not long previously and Deng didn’t like anyone bringing up his former friend. The root of their falling out lay in the big graduation mobilisation rally held not long back. Deng Haiyun had recently been inducted as a new member of the Party and the student adviser had asked him to deliver a speech to the rally on behalf of the graduating class. Deng Haiyun spent the best part of a month working on the draft for his speech. He took as his title From Existentialist to Marxist, a bare-all confessional of his transformational voyage of maturation from despair-ridden and empty disciple of existentialism to resolute Marxist. The full text was published in the college journal, serialised in three parts.
Shortly after, he received a letter from Hu Weimian formally disavowing all ties of friendship. There were various versions of what was actually said in the letter. Whatever the case, it certainly came as a heavy psychological blow so far as Deng Haiyun was concerned. Classmates in the know said the language employed in the letter was practiclly coruscating. The gist of it was that someone like Deng Haiyun, incapable of maintaining a train of thought for a full sixty seconds, understood neither existentialism nor Marxism…
Later on Wei Ting pointed out to me that all I had to do if I wanted to find out Hu Weimian’s address was to go and see Professor Kong Lichu in the departmental office. He had all the student files up there. Professor Kong was a kindly, decent old stick, with a modesty and strict adherence to protocol that seemed a relic of the bureaucrats of pre-revolutionary times. As well as neatly copying out Hu Weimian’s address from his file, he even drew me a map on which he marked the route numbers and changeover stops for the buses I should take.
When May the twenty-first came, I squeezed my way onto a packed Number 67 bus three hours in advance of my afternoon appointment and set out for Jing’an Temple District. Even with the aid of Professor Kong’s map, I was already a quarter of an hour late when I at last found myself outside that Western-style apartment building. The twisting maze of innumerable dank and narrow alleys had left my head spinning. One street looked very much like any other and I often found I had come full circle back to my start point. As I made my way up the creaking staircase to the second floor, I spotted an old man in faded army attire watching me from the shadows on the upper landing. He was just as Ye Xiaomei had described, his old army uniform khaki, of the sort that so far as I recall I’d only seen in old movies about the Korean War. After interrogating me thoroughly as to my name and the purpose of my visit he suddenly broke into a broad smile and with a light push of his hand opened the door behind him.
“Well, in that case, please come in.”
I’d noticed stained glass in the windows above the stairwell, colourful as in any church. The light inside their apartment was dim and the room was piled haphazardly with books and papers. The old fellow invited me to take a seat on the sofa before heading into the other room to pour me some tea. The sofa was broad and soft, the low table in front of it small and narrow. On more careful perusal it turned out to be an old school desk, of the sort used in primary schools, but with its legs sawn down. As I entered the room I’d noticed the electric light fitting hanging from the ceiling, wreathed in cobwebs and lacking a bulb. The clock on the wall had stopped, its hands pointing to a quarter past eight.
I sat on the edge of the sofa looking at the stubby leavings of candles stuck on the sawn-off desk. I could feel my scalp tighten; I was very ill at ease. The old man brought me a cup of tea. The inside of the cup was darkly stained and it had clearly not been washed for a very long time. You could still make out the faint outline of some old portrait in the glaze on the outside and it was obvious the piece was an antique from well over a century back.
I asked why Hu Weimian wasn’t there and the old man smiled and replied in measured tones. “First thing this morning, he said he had some urgent business and went straight off.”
“Where did he go?”
“I don’t know.” The old man’s voice was cooler now. “He might have gone to Mount Jiuhua.”
“But he made an appointment for me to come round and see him…” I replied, astounded.
“That’s right, don’t get yourself all worked up.” The old man handed me a large manila envelope. “Have a read of this. Just before he set off, he instructed me to give this to you.”
The envelope wasn’t sealed. I opened it right away. As well as a letter, it contained a traditional-style ink-and-wash painting. The letter was written on Xuanzhi paper and, naturally, using a calligraphy brush. Yet the content was in English. It read:
My apologies! In my present frame of mind I am in no fit state to see anyone.
This matter came up so suddenly I had no time to bid you goodbye.
As recompense for the guilt I feel at missing our appointment, I want you to accept this small gift as something you can ever after remember me by.
The words “ever after” made my heart sink. Could this be a letter saying goodbye forever? And that phrase in it – “no time to bid you goodbye” – seemed to hint at more. It all left me feeling distinctly uneasy. I turned to the painting, examining it carefully. It depicted orchids and curiously-shaped rocks. I knew Hu Weimian was fond of ink-and-brush and watercolour painting and the like, so I set no special store by it.
“Nothing could have happened to him, could it?”
“No.” The old man seemed confident on this point. “He got up this morning before it was light and woke me up too. Most likely he hadn’t slept. He said he was going away for a while. I asked where and he said he was good friends with the abbot of a White Lotus – I think it was – temple up on Mount Jiuhua and he planned to spend a few days in their meditation hall to settle himself down.”
“Are you his uncle?”
I don’t know why, but after I had asked my question the old man appeared upset. He shot me a look every bit as severe as any Hu Weimian might have given, as if my asking were somehow an affront. Next, to my utter surprise, he picked up an embroidery frame stretched with white silk, pinched a needle between his fingers, lowered his head and set to stitching. His fingers were long and pale with every joint clearly visible. He wore a small bronze thimble on his middle finger. Watching as his practised fingers passed the needle in and out, I began to feel increasingly uncomfortable.
Everything in the room and how it was arranged seemed muddled and unfamiliar. In the high wall on the eastern side of the room, a small door opened into the inner room, but it was closed. Lines in a mosaic pattern covered the door frame. Beside it was a small lattice-work internal window, now blocked up with cement. In the corner right under the wall clock was a wrought iron plant stand, though rather than displaying some exotic bloom it sported a pair of blue shorts hung out to dry. The glazed window in the south wall was high and broad, opening out onto the lush greenery of the gardens. I noticed that the wisteria was already in bloom. On a wooden peg beside this window hung a fletch of bacon sleek with grease. Next to that was an old painting.
I could not tell if this painting was a genuine antique or counterfeit, though I could faintly make out inscribed characters reading “Snow on a Fine Day Along the Wu River.” Of course I also noticed the old gramophone. It was right next to the sofa and I could have probably touched it had I reached out my hand. There was a messy heap of gramophone records piled on the floor. A wooden frame stood beside the gramophone, draped in a piece of red silk, looking like a shy new bride just as Ye Xiaomei had described it. I presumed this must be the dressing mirror that had given the salesgirl her midnight fright.
I sat for a few minutes before rising and making my farewells. The old fellow attempted no polite show of asking me to stay. He set aside his needlework, stood up and began repeating, “Most unfortunate, making you come on a wasted journey.”
As I reached the door I noticed a teak bookcase against the wall beside it. On it was a raffia basket overflowing with erasers, pencils, penknives, envelopes and other things of the sort. Here was testimony to the strange tale of Hu Weimian’s ill-starred courtship, now long since coated in a thick layer of dust.
By the time I got back to campus it was already past seven in the evening, and in our dorm room there were only Wei Ting and his girlfriend Wang Manjun. Since getting dumped by Li Jiajie, Wang Manjun had begun swapping boyfriends like a mad thing, her way of exacting revenge. Rumour had it that she’d already had two abortions on the quiet. Her plan was to win hard-hearted Li Jiajie back by bringing herself to the point of ruin, which had of course proved futile. As the day of our graduation approached, this poor wounded one-time all-Shanghai long jump champion had at last abandoned her dark past and stepped into the light, in the shape of the open embrace of good old Wei Ting. He had made hasty arrangements for a divorce from his wife in the countryside, and even succeeded in compelling the courts to foist custody of their three children on her.
The unwritten rule in our dorm room was that as soon as Wang Manjun appeared, the rest of us had two minutes to make ourselves scarce so the couple could have the room to themselves. That we agreed stands testament to Wei Ting’s fearsome authority.
As I came in, I could see Wang Manjun was slicing slivers of raw ginger into a washbowl using a little knife, preparing a footbath for Wei Ting. I told Wei Ting about Hu Weimian going off to Mount Jiuhua and showed him the letter. Wei Ting’s English wasn’t up to much, so after a moment of dithering he passed the letter to Wang Manjun, saying curtly, “Translate.”
Wei Ting was full of praise for the painting Hu Weimian had given to me but showed scant interest in the latter’s sudden decision to leave the city.
“Are you trying to say you think he might kill himself?” Wei Ting had moved over to the bowl and already had his socks off and trouser legs rolled up. A solicitous Wang Manjun pressed his big feet down into the footbath. He shot me a glance, and then turned to Wang Manjun. “No, no, Jun-jun. The water’s too cold. What are you playing at?”
He tossed the letter aside and picked up the painting again, his brow becoming progressively more deeply furrowed as he scanned it carefully,. A little time passed then he blurted out a request. “Could you lend me this for a few days? I want to try and paint a copy.”
I knew Wei Ting doubled as chair of the college calligraphy and traditional painting society and enjoyed employing his brush to write or paint, so I assented. “If you like it by all means hang on to it; at any event, it’s no use to me.”
The following day I bumped into our student adviser outside the humanities department building, so I told him all about my visit to Hu Weimian’s. The student adviser was in a very sorry state due to the pressures of assigning work postings for graduating students. Almost everyone was accusing him of underhanded dealing and graft. Two students, one from Inner Mongolia, the other from Henan, had simultaneously threatened to stab him with a broken beer bottle. I hadn’t even finished my tale before he turned and left, harrumphing something indistinct.
On the other hand, when Deng Haiyun came to hear this fresh gossip, he made a point of seeking me out to quiz me in detail. The seriousness of his expression proved that my concerns were not entirely without foundation.
“It’s no good; I’ll have to make a trip out to Mount Jiuhua.”
At that point in time as we were preparing to graduate Deng Haiyun had nothing to do, so had agreed to go off to Yantai with Li Jiajie to peddle apples. His sudden change of plans left Li Jiajie most disgruntled.
Whatever you might say about Deng Haiyun, how he was a bit too slick, he was by nature a kindly sort. Even though Hu Weimian had publicly broken all ties with him, here he was ready to go off to Mount Jiuhua to look for the man. All the girls in class had a good word for him afterwards, so much did this impress them. One girl from Yunnan, called Zhao Xin, was so moved that she volunteered to go with him, an offer that Deng Haiyun naturally accepted with gratitude. No one knew if they got to see Hu Weimian during their trip to Mount Jiuhua, but what we did know was that they came back hand in hand and began knocking about campus as a couple quite brazenly. Afterwards, Deng Haiyun seemed to speak of nothing else but his darling Xin-Xin, making you quite queasy to hear him.
So on the eve of our graduation, the prestige and influence of Hu Weimian on campus was not what it had once been. Though all three departmental heads had taken him out to dinner in an attempt to get him to stay on and take a teaching post, Hu Weimian had turned each down in no uncertain terms. Later, whenever the student adviser spoke of Hu Weimian, his displeasure was apparent in his tone: “As for him, you can’t fault his learning, but he is the sort that fancies himself cleverer than anyone else. Does he not remember that line from Dream of the Red Chamber, ‘purity to excess draws general distaste’ – no one likes someone who thinks they’re better than the rest of us.”
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When Li Jiajie died after his illness, it turned out he’d left a will. This stipulated that an unspecified sum (I later found out it was a quarter of a million) was left to Hu Weimian. According to Cao Shangquan, who was one of the executors, Hu Weimian had been the only student in our entire year who made Li Jiajie feel inferior. He had left Hu Weimian this sum of money as his way of expressing his respect. This is how Li Jiajie put it in his most elegantly composed last will and testament:
In leaving this money to Hu Weimian, I am in a sense leaving it to myself. This is because the path that Hu Weimian has taken in life is the path I wished to take, but did not succeed in doing. As I sank ever deeper into the morass of desire, the towering image of a Hu Weimian transcended beyond our mundane coil loomed ever starker. That persons of his calibre are to be found in this world is proof that there is still hope for it.
The problem with this was that saying for certain what Hu Weimian had been up to in the decade or so since we all graduated was no easy matter. Chinese society had been through an enormous shake-up and realignment, such that we all of us felt dejection and distress akin to the survivors of some great calamity, adrift in an entirely new world. At our occasional class reunions, the name Hu Weimian was by now almost unfamiliar. Some even denied tout court that there was ever such a person in our class. Cao Shangquan tried every method he could think of to trace what had happened to our white-haired hermit, all to no avail. Some said he had gone back to his hometown in Anhui, contracted fifty mu of cotton fields, raised countless swarms of honey bees and opened a little village school on the Confucian model. Others claimed he had gone to India and devoted himself to the study of Sanskrit at the University of Delhi. There was, of course, another version of his story that on the face of it seemed more credible: Hu Weimian hadn’t gone anywhere, he was working as a librarian at the Jing’an district library near his family home.
Come Lunar New Year 2003, amidst the usual text messages offering season’s greetings, a rumour began to circulate that Hu Weimian had committed suicide. He had jumped from the roof of the apartment building onto his own balcony. A heavy snow had been falling and his body was soon covered over by the drifts, not to be discovered until a week later, by a maintenance worker come to check the heating pipes. Text messages with similar stories arrived in flurries, such that despite my acute shock, there was no reasonable justification for holding out any hope. The message Wang Yan sent was just the one sentence, but seemed by far the most fitting way to declare the passing of an era:
Hu Weimian is no longer of this world.
In mid-summer of 2005, I was coming to the end of a six-month stint teaching in Lhasa and making preparations for my return to Beijing. I had someone book me a ticket on a PLA United Airlines flight direct to Beijing from Gonggar Airport. Not only did this avoid the inconvenience of changing planes in Chengdu, it was about half the price of a civil flight. The military flights ran about once a fortnight. One of the deputy principals of Tibet University suggested I used free time left to me before my return to Beijing to head up to Nagchu in the north of Tibet for a look around, or maybe to Shigatse in the south to see Tashilhunpo Monastery. I pretended to take this suggestion under consideration, but actually I didn’t go anywhere.
I moved out from my dormitory lodgings at the university and went to stay at the home of a friend in the western suburbs of the city. He and his wife had gone to Dechen, so I was able to house-sit for them. Their apartment complex was located on broad open ground at the foot of the mountains, blanketed in cogon grass as tall as a man. Crows roosted in great flocks and dragonflies flitted hither and thon; the place had a somewhat bleak and desolate aspect. The time I spent there was leisurely but lonely. I idled away one day after the next in a muddled miasma, not knowing day from night and soon losing all track of time. The days were unbearably hot so I passed them fast asleep. Each evening, heavy rainstorms would arrive at the same time as if by pre-arrangement and the air became pleasingly cool. I worked my way through the Chronicle of Zuo by lamplight or sometimes watched a little television.
One day, as I was taking my midday nap, my downstairs neighbour, a young Tibetan woman, come upstairs accompanied by her enormous wolfhound to bring me a letter. Afraid of her beastly companion, I hesitated to open the door. The girl did not wait for me to cease dithering; she smiled playfully and tossed the letter in through the window.
It was just a postcard. The sender was one “Wangdu” and he had written just a very few characters. In them, he said that he had only just learned from the Internet that I had come to teach in Lhasa, and asked whether or not I would be interested in being his guest at Reting Monastery, “at a suitable juncture.”
I knew there were many people in Lhasa by the name of Wangdu, though sadly I had the acquaintance of not a single one among them. More, since this person was cloistered in a monastery it meant they were a lama, yet apparently they were able to surf the Internet. It really was all rather odd.
But when I turned over the postcard, there to my surprise was that famous painting by Da Vinci, the unexpected appearance of Mona Lisa’s curious smile enough to give me quite the start. I felt as if I’d been pricked with something sharp: could our bold Wangdu in fact be Hu Weimian?
It was, of course, impossible. Hu Weimian had killed himself on a snowy evening two years past. At least a dozen of our classmates had gone to the funeral home to pay their respects to his mortal remains. The story went that since it had been covered by the snow, his body hadn’t been found for a week… I stood there in a daze with the postcard clutched in my hand. As I looked at the sky outside the window, so high and far away, I had a sudden sense of stillness and unreality like nothing I had ever experienced before.
I decided to visit Reting Monastery that very evening.
My journey did not go entirely to plan. I walked for the longest time along the dust-blown main road with nary a glimpse of a taxi. As dusk fell, up by the Norbulinka, I at last managed to hail an electric tricycle. The driver did know the way to the Reting Monastery, but the fare he asked was exorbitant to the point of ridiculousness. But with the evening darkness gathering around me, I felt I had no choice but to accept.
Rattling along in the tricycle, we quickly arrived on the banks of the Lhasa River. We followed the high dyke that runs along the river northwards and before long had left the city proper. Now the sights along our way were herds of yak, fields of highland barley, marshland reed beds glistening emerald in the setting sun, many a heap of engraved mani stones and trees whose branches hung with a colour-riot of prayer flags…
By the time we pulled up outside Reting Monasery, the moon already hung high in the night sky. The red and white monastery complex had been raised in a little mountain hollow beside a lake. The waters of this lake were deep azure, its banks a denseness of reeds. I could see the snow-capped mountains and woodlands that ringed it reflected in the water, but oddly, the trees appeared red. The canopy of stars and the moon were laid out upon the surface of the water, shimmering, as if someone had scattered countless golden coins into the lake.
Stood before the monastery gates, I said the name Wangdu. A lama from Kham led my way, past the many butter lamps outside the main prayer hall, through the covered corridor that ran along its side and onto a stone-flagged mountain path beyond. A little pack of dogs released to life as a way of securing merit by Buddhist believers followed us yapping cheerfully as we went. My lama guide led me to a dark and tumbledown monk’s cell. He looked all around before saying to me, “Lama Wangdu is most likely in the sutra hall expounding scripture. I’ll go and tell him you’re here.” With that, he left.
There was the faint scent of Tibetan crocus in the little monk’s cell. A tangka hung on the wall. I could see the cell was furnished crudely and simply, just a bed, a table, a stool and a lamp. Of course, because the lamplight was very dim, I could not see the whole room.
Soon, I heard voices. A lama dressed in a deep red kasaya was heading toward me, followed by a small boy of around eight years of age to carry his lamp.
“I knew you would come, but I didn’t expect it to be so soon.” He came up close and looked at me, with what might be a smile on his lips. “It’s been twelve years since we saw each other last, hasn’t it?”
His voice sounded very faint. The small boy stood behind him stuck his tongue out at me; the shadow of the lamp swung this way then that, and the child was gone without a trace.
To tell the truth, even at this point I still dared not believe he was really Hu Weimian. He had that whiff about him only monks have, and although his white hair had been shaved clean, the strong ultraviolet rays of the high plateau sun had left his face more aged than ever.
“Should I call you Weimian or Lama Wangdu?” I started off with an attempt at formal greetings.
“Whichever you prefer.” He had me sit down beside the table, while he perched himself on the edge of the bed. “I should imagine you haven’t eaten yet.”
The small boy appeared again from I don’t know where. He had brought tsampa and curds, a chunk of yak meat and a ceramic alms bowl. The tsampa was a little hard to get down and the curds had a goatish tang. I had assumed the bowl contained butter tea, but when I took a mouthful it turned out to be plain water.
He sat calmly and watched me eat, getting me to tell him about things “back there.” When I heard him say those words “back there” I was startled into a cold sweat. Given how complicated things “back there” were, for a while I was at a loss as to where to begin, so I started off with the legend of his death, all the while keeping sly watch on his expression. As I had expected, he showed not the slightest hint of surprise, saying to me in his customary warm tones:
“If he really did die, then the person you see now is someone else.”
Slippery as a mud eel he was, you just couldn’t pin him down.
Soon after, I mentioned Li Jiajie. I asked him if he recalled that there was someone called Li Jiajie in our class. He nodded. “How could I forget? It seemed the whole time we were students he was busy courting, first Wang Manjun, then Su Mei. Is that the person you mean? I heard that afterwards he went into business and made a fortune.”
I told him that Li Jiajie was no longer with us. He had died of kidney failure brought on by diabetes. I also told him of the sum of money that Li Jiajie had set aside for him before he died. I recited the will for him word for word from memory. Under the lamplight, his face was now in light, now in shadow. After sighing for no little time, he said suddenly:
“The whole thing sounds like a mockery.”
I looked at him in surprise. “I’m not entirely sure what you mean. Whether you’ll take the money or not, he meant well by it.”
He looked back mournfully. “I know he meant well when he set aside that money for me in his will. But the whole thing is still one big joke. In the will he said he wished he could have lived as I have; I doubt he ever knew how I dream of living like he did. As you know, I could have stayed on to teach at the university, found someone to marry and lived a dull and ordinary life. Not a life filled with great hopes, but no great despair either. I used up almost every last ounce of vital energy I had trying to achieve that goal. Perhaps all of us in our heart of hearts want to live someone else’s life, which is what makes the world at base an absurd place.”
His voice was very low, tailing off at last to become little more than muttering to himself, muffled as some mountain gust blowing in from the window. After a while, he brought up that visit I made to his house not long before we graduated.
“Actually, I hadn’t gone to Mount Jiuhua. I was at home when you called. I was lying on a sleeping mat in the other room, listening to what you and my uncle were saying. Although I had already by then decided to leave the world behind, any decision can be changed. And it’s never too late to change it. Sometimes, all it takes is one step and you’re in a different world entirely. For example, I only had to get up from the bed, come into the front room, make a fulsome apology and tell you it was just my idea of a joke. Then the two of us could have gone out and found somewhere to eat, had a drink and talked our hearts out. We could have sworn a bit if we got drunk. All I had to do was get up from the bed and come out and the whole business would have been resolved. I even wondered if I should send my uncle after you when I heard you going downstairs and into the alley, have him call you back. But I knew I wasn’t up to it. I lay on that sleeping mat on the bed not moving a muscle, until I broke out in a sweat all over.”
At this point, a thought suddenly occurred to him and he turned to look at me. “Have you still got that painting I gave you?”
“What painting?”
“Rocks and Orchids by Jin Nong. I put it in an envelope and asked my uncle to give it to you.”
I could almost see his embroiderer uncle before me that very moment, dressed in his old khakis. He had given me a large envelope. As for the painting it contained, I had assumed it was a practice piece Hu Weimian had done himself, then Wei Ting had borrowed it to copy and I’d left it with him. I told him all this just as it had happened. His face betrayed no surprise. After a pause, he said in a conversational manner, “Maybe the painting was supposed to go to Wei Ting. You were just someone to pass it along.”
After that, we chatted of other things. He offered to give me a blessing and I agreed. When it got late, he asked if I would mind spending the night at his monastery and I happily agreed. He laid a heavy Tibetan rug out on the floor but insisted that I take the bed.
As we were falling asleep, I asked him half joking, “Will I find when I wake up that I’m in some other world?”
He blew out the lamp and said to me in the darkness, “Wait and see. Whatever happens, you are going to wake up sooner or later.”
I soon woke. The big wolfhound downstairs was barking loudly. The bright white sun was still high in the sky. I got up. I had a splitting headache. At last I remembered that I’d put the letter the Tibetan girl from downstairs had brought behind a vase on the windowsill.
I opened the letter. Inside was an air ticket for a PLA United Airlines flight.
As our plane descended towards the airport on the western edge of Beijing, the strange dream I had in Lhasa came flooding back to me, I don’t know why. I looked through the window at the spreading ground dim and dirty below and tears welled up unbidden. I really had begun to doubt if there had actually been someone called Hu Weimian in our class at university. He and I had been classmates for four years, but it was as if he had never existed. He bid farewell to this world on a night of thick snows and left not a trace behind. I couldn’t even remember what he looked like. All I could recall was that warm but peculiar smile on his face.
It was both gentle self-mockery and warm encouragement, urging those of us still in the mundane existence he both longed for and disdained to get along as best we can, taking what pleasures we find and muddling through.
Translated by Jim Weldon
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Golden Fields of Wheat
L
egend has it that when Tian Fu was born, the moment the midwife cut the umbilical cord, the entire town filled with the scent of newly ripened wheat. Everyone in town could smell it, except Qi Ye, who had a cold. Summer had long since passed and with it any trace of ripe wheat, so the whole town was on edge. The Qis had been farming wheat for so many generations, people said, that even their unborn children were starting to smell like it. Who knew? Perhaps yet another master wheat farmer was on the way?
One day, not long after his sixth birthday, Tian Fu began studying wheat farming from his Pa. He remembered it was a morning blanketed with dark clouds. He had been focused on a piece of sweet potato in his bowl of porridge when his Pa strode over and yanked the lone tuft of hair on Tian Fu’s head. “Today, you’re coming with me,” he decided. This was a surprise to Tian Fu, who thought that his only job for the morning would be to cut the grass, as his Ma had told him. He really wanted to go to the neighbors’ and see their newborn puppy. After timidly explaining his plans, his Pa opened one eye wide. “You want to see that goddamn dog? That dog won’t put food on this table! In this family, we learn to farm, and we learn early!” At this point, Tian Fu didn’t dare disobey his Pa. He slurped down the rest of his soup so he could get out the door and onto the field.
Years later, Tian Fu laid everything out for me. The first step was preparing the soil. His Pa made him stand at the edge of the field and watch how he ploughed and raked the fields smooth as glass. Then his Pa used the hoe to break up the bigger pieces of soil. Finally, he spread manure evenly over the field. His Pa made him memorize six words: even field, loose soil, ample manure.
The next thing he learned was to lead the ox while it pulled the seed drill. The trick was to keep the ox moving in a straight line so that the rows of wheat would stay straight. Like a man about to meet his father-in-law, a good farmer shouldn’t dawdle or rush, while the ox had to take its time, like a woman headed to her wedding bed.
Tian Fu said he learned to sort the seeds, sow them with the drill, keep an eye out for sprouts, fill gaps with seedlings, and spread fertilizer. He hoed and plowed, tracked the moisture level in the soil, made sure the plants didn’t collapse on themselves, calculated the number of healthy plants, and figured the harvest date. He had mastered wheat farming tassel to root by the time he was twelve, when a few wispy hairs were just beginning to appear on his balls.
Tian Fu said that above all, the most important thing to remember about wheat farming was to respect the Old Man of the Earth. The Old Man of the Earth was the most unpredictable of all the gods and if you didn’t give him his due, he’d teach you a lesson you’d never forget. If you screwed up he’d make sure you never got a kernel. Tian Fu told me about a song he would sing to the the Old Man:
A small temple with great power, your spirit radiates in all directions;
The soil gives birth to all things, from the earth comes all happiness.
Tian Fu said the best way to receive the god’s blessing was to kneel in front of your house and burn incense every year before the planting began. You had to tell the Old Man that you were about to start working the drill and beg him to watch over the seeds from the moment they fell into the ground.
From the time I was able to remember, Tian Fu was known all over the county as an expert farmer. In springtime, Tian Fu was rarely idle; one household or another was always inviting him over to help with their crops. Tian Fu would hoist his drill over his shoulder and, clearly pleased with himself, follow his employer towards the open fields. If he happened to see me standing in the doorway of my house, he’d shout, “Hey Dou! Come get some pork buns?” I could feel the tug of the sweet fragrance of the pork buns and would sometimes run after him for a little while, but eventually my Ma or older sister would call me back. Some evenings, if I didn’t go to bed early, he would walk past our house after he got off work, stuff a few pork buns into my hands, and whisper, “Remember to give your sister some too!” But I rarely followed his orders and made short work of the buns, stuffing them into my mouth as fast as I could and later running to my older sister to explain. “They were too little!” My sister would chuckle and poke me in the gut, “You greedy cat!”
Whenever Tian Fu had time, he’d pester me to learn to farm. He’d say, “Dou, in this life, the only skill you need is farming. I guarantee, you’ll eat the best food and drink the fieriest booze. You’ll never be hungry.” He’d often have me memorize a few farmers’ rhymes, like “In good soil, give plants their space; in bad soil, they must embrace.” Or, “When planting wheat, in fall relax, and in winter make tracks.” Or, “With water your field won’t be fallow, you’ll have all your bread to eat; and when all the ears turn yellow, harvest, thresh, and store the wheat.” Tian Fu was very earnest; but I was a poor student. Sometimes I would sit all day and not remember a thing. When this happened, Tian Fu wouldn’t get too upset. He’d rap on my head with his knuckles and chide me, “You’ll never come to anything! You’re nowhere near as smart as your sister!” At these moments I’d get angry and swell up. “If you think my sister’s so smart, then go teach her something! Why are you bothering with me?” When he saw me so angry, he would smile and say, “Alright, alright, let’s forget it. I didn’t know you were such a spoiled brat. You’ve got quite a temper.”
By the time his Pa died, Tian Fu was so successful it was like he could turn wheat into gold. He planted, raised, and harvested twenty percent or thirty percent more than anyone else. However, my Pa was still not convinced about him. My Pa thought himself just as skilled as the young’uns, and if it weren’t for the fact that the donkey kicked and broke his leg, my family would never have depended on Tian Fu like we did.
It was already the end of November when Pa got injured, and while everyone else was either busy preparing the soil or planting, my family was trying to find a doctor. And while the doctor was setting Pa’s bones and fitting his cast, other families were already finishing their planting. But, Pa ignored the pain and called for my older sister. He said, “Mi, I can’t finish the planting. Go get Tian Fu. You have to get him to help. We’ll give him whatever he asks!” My sister grabbed me and together we went looking.
It was midday, and Tian Fu and his Ma, as well as his two younger sisters, were at home in the kitchen eating lunch. Tian Fu made an unbelievable racket as he gulped down his noodles. My sister just stood in the doorway while Tian Fu ate with a fury – she couldn’t stop gaping at his ravenous display – until Tian Fu’s Ma, whose eyes were not good, finally asked, “Who’s there?” Tian Fu’s sisters suddenly stopped their slurping and Tian Fu, surprised but pleased, stood up and asked, “Mi, is that you?”
After my sister told him our story, Tian Fu put down his bowl. “Alright, I’ll come this afternoon. We’ve finished our planting here, so it’s no problem. But who’ll help me with the ox?”
“The ox?” My sister hesitated. She knew nothing about farming.
“The ox for the seed drill. Once you hitch the ox up to the drill, someone has to lead her. You have to make sure that she walks in a straight line, to keep the rows straight.”
“I’ll help with the ox!” My sister volunteered. Our family had no other relatives in town, and with Pa still recovering, Ma and Mi had to do all the work by themselves.
That afternoon, Tian Fu carried the drill from his house and went to our field with my sister and the ox. Mi had the bag of seeds slung over her arm and I followed behind, swatting the ox’s flanks with a willow branch every other step.
When we got to the edge of the field, Tian Fu poured the seeds into the drill and took out four eggs from inside his jacket, as well as a stick of incense, which he lit and stuck into the ground. He knelt down facing the field and touched his head to the ground. “Why are you kneeling like that?” My sister covered my mouth, leant down and whispered in my ear, “He’s asking the Old Man to make the seeds sprout!”
Tian Fu harnessed the ox. Once the drill was attached, he grinned at my sister, “Let me feel your forehead.” Mi was startled and took a step back, “You have to do what?” “You don’t understand her yet. It’s better for you to lead her from the front rather than hold the reigns and walk at her side. It’s the only way to be sure we get the seeds right. But first, we have to make sure the ox will follow you. I have to let her smell your sweat, let her get to know you a little bit.” Mi only half-believed him, but for the sake of the farm, she jutted her chin out towards him. Tian Fu carefully brushed his hand across her forehead. As he let go, he grazed her cheek, making her blush. He then put his hand to the nose of the ox.
It seemed Tian Fu was right. The ox followed my sister faithfully, and the rows they planted were perfectly straight. I stood on the edge of the field watching over the work. Two men from another village came walking over from another field and after they saw the marks left by the drill they said, “Those two aren’t bad together!” After I heard this, I waited until my sister led the ox back around from the other edge of the field and I reported to her what the men had said. “They were praising you and Tian Fu, saying you were doing a good job!” When Tian Fu heard this, his eyes lit up and his eyebrows seemed to fly off his face. He looked at my sister while he leaned against the drill and asked me, “What did they say exactly?” I just finished repeating it when my sister blushed and said, “Dou, you idiot. You don’t know what you’re talking about!”
That evening, according to custom, we made pork buns to give to Tian Fu. But Tian Fu refused to come over to eat. He said, “Give ’em to Dou!” In the end, Ma could only manage to give up five buns for Tian Fu, and I had already wolfed them down. We finished planting the whole field that day. Mi ladled out some green beans to give to Tian Fu as some kind of payment for his help; but, when she sent them over, Tian Fu refused them same as before. He said, “We already got green beans. If you really want to thank me, you can fix my soles. Ma can’t see so well, and fixing shoes is hard on her eyes.” Mi smiled and said alright. Right then she went to get some black cloth and made Tian Fu stand on it so she could get a tracing of his feet.
One evening a few days later, Mi made me take a pair of black cloth shoes over for Tian Fu. He took them and grinned. “I said I wanted new soles so how did I end up with a whole new pair of shoes? I guess I should thank you and your sister.” He went to his room and came out with a piece of printed cloth and some rock candy. “The candy’s for you. The cloth is for your sister, but don’t let your Ma or Pa see it.” “Of course,” I promised. This was something I could do. I stuffed the cloth inside the woodpile outside our house and waited until after dinner when my parents were whispering in their bedroom. I tiptoed into Mi’s room and showed her the cloth. It was as if she glowed as she held it up to her and measured it one way and another. She even kissed me on the cheek. I didn’t tell her about the rock candy since I knew my gift was much better than hers.
The wheat Tian Fu helped us plant that year grew up quick. When springtime came and the sprouts were long and it was time to weed, everyone who walked by the field said how nicely we kept our square rows of wheat. By that time Pa’s leg was better, but the bones didn’t knit together quite right. He could walk, but he couldn’t work. When he tried anything to rough, he would clench his jaw and grimace from the pain. So we had to rely on Ma and Mi to do all the work. Ma also had the housework to do, so most of the farm work fell to Mi. Weeding an acre of wheat is no easy task, and from morning till night she was in the field swinging her hoe. While Mi did the weeding, my younger sister and I looked for wild herbs in the rows. Seeing the sweat dripping from Mi’s face, I wanted to help, but I couldn’t even get the hoe over my shoulder yet. One afternoon I saw Tian Fu come over, a hoe in his hand. As soon as he stepped into the field he bent over and began hoeing. When Mi noticed him, she said, “Tian Fu, I’m getting along just fine. You go rest.” I was scared that Tian Fu might actually leave when he heard her, but he took no notice. He just put down his head and began to hoe with big sweeping motions until the day turned black and he had weeded a third of the field. I was so thankful for Tian Fu’s help that day that after we stopped working, I tugged on his arm, begging him to come home and have dinner with us, but he wouldn’t. He said, “Dou, let’s wait a while, until you’re old enough to come over and help me with my field.” Mi didn’t say anything, but her eyes were fixed on his back as he walked away. She watched him until he got to town. I called out, “We gotta go, too, you know.” She snapped out of her trance and nodded.
The wheat grew up tall that year, too. When I walked through the field, the flowering stalks stretched over my head. They even reached the waists of my sister and Tian Fu as they moved along the rows to check the water levels. One day I stood at the edge of the field as they walked further in, watching and waiting, when suddenly I couldn’t see them anymore. I was scared that they had run into a snake – sometimes snakes would hide in the rows of wheat – and Mi was terrified of snakes. I slid between the rows to look for them. It was nigh on impossible to find anyone in there; the stalks were too dense, and I had no idea how far I’d gotten in. I looked for ages, but couldn’t find them. Suddenly, I heard a sucking sound, like someone slurping noodles, and I got scared. “Mi, where are you? Did a snake get you?” As I shouted, the sound stopped. After a while, Tian Fu found me and hugged me, his forehead dripping with sweat. “Dou, you didn’t see anything, did you?” “See what?” I said. “The stalks are so thick and the wind blew them around so I couldn’t see anything.” At that moment Mi came out, her face also dripping with sweat. “Dou, I’m here,” she said. I checked her ankles and, of course, there were no fang marks, so I felt better.
Everyone agreed we had a bumper crop that year, better than any in years past. Pa was even worried our old grain bin wouldn’t hold all the extra wheat. Nobody had any idea that God would pick that very moment to check our progress, that he would suddenly decide to rain hail down on our town.
It came one afternoon when I was in front of Tian Fu’s house playing marbles with a few friends. Suddenly, black clouds covered up the sun and a cold wind blew around us. A chill ran up my spine and made me want to sneeze when a loud crack! rang in my ears. I guessed a storm was coming, but there was an unexpected pain when the raindrops started falling on my head. I looked up and realized they weren’t raindrops; they were frozen ice balls, a good deal larger than marbles. My friends and I ran and hid in Tian Fu’s basement. Tian Fu, who was just finishing his food, threw down his bowl, grabbed a thin plank of wood to hide under, and ran toward the field. I stared dumbly him as he disappeared into the never-ending whiteness of the hailstorm.
Minutes later, the hailstorm stopped, as fast as it had arrived. At that moment, the doors of every house in town opened and everyone ran into the fields, I saw Mi stumble along the road towards our field and I followed her. As I passed through Tian Fu’s family’s field, I heard sobbing, and saw Tian Fu holding his head, kneeling on the ground. The hail had only gone through the southern half of his field, but all the wheat that had been there was destroyed, the tassels and stalks in tatters on the ground. Mi and I sprinted to our own field, and fell silent. We saw that nearly half of the wheat on the southern half of our field was gone too. Mi started to cry.
At the time I didn’t know how important the wheat really was. I couldn’t cry; I just stared, dumbstruck, at the field as the ruined corpses of the wheat murmured to me, “This is what hail is.” I don’t remember how much time went by before Tian Fu arrived and began to comfort my sister. He said God showed us mercy. He left us with half our field. She had to let go. I wanted to ask Tian Fu why the hail didn’t destroy the other half of our field. Tian Fu breathed deep through his nose and said, “Hail isn’t like rain. You know rain fails everywhere on your roof? Well, hail falls in one line, like rain off the side of your house. Maybe after doing so much, the Old Man decided he’d had enough…
The hailstorm silenced the laughter of all the adults in town. The days were heavy, the air was heavy, and in that heaviness, the harvest began. Because nobody had much wheat left, there was no reason for people to hurry. No one rushed to sharpen their sickles.
At the start of the harvest, after the threshing and after Tian Fu finished with his family’s field, he came again to help us. With Pa still lame and Ma busy in the field, Mi and Tian Fu were in charge of carrying the cut wheat to the threshing floor. That evening got dark quickly and when they hadn’t yet returned from the field, Ma told me to go find them, hoping that they hadn’t twisted an ankle carrying the heavy loads of wheat. When I got to the edge of the field, the crescent moon still wasn’t up and it was all blackness in every direction. I was scared and shouted for Mi. She answered back from over by two bundles of wheat set upright. I wanted to run over to her, but she said, “Dou, go south a hundred paces from where you’re standing and get me my carrying pole.” I obeyed and walked south, counting until I got to one hundred, but I couldn’t find her pole. I turned around and shouted back to her, “I don’t see anything!” She said, “If you can’t find it just come back, I’m looking for it over here.” When I got to her side, she and Tian Fu had already gotten her pole and stuck it into the bundles of wheat and shouldered them. As we were walking back, Tian Fu asked me, “Dou, did you see anything?” I said, “No, it was dark. How could I see anything?” He said, “Oh, good!” I didn’t really understand, and asked him what was good, but he didn’t respond.
That year, not long after the harvest, Pa’s cousin, who sold steamed buns in the county seat, came to our house like she did every year. After she and her friends had drunk a bowl of willow leaves steeped in hot water, she opened up her mouth wide and declared, “For this trip, besides buying wheat, I’d like to arrange for our little Mi to get married.” As soon as she said it, my sister’s face turned red, and she said, “I don’t want to get married.” When Ma heard this she glared at Mi and said, “All women get married. Listen to your family!” Our cousin was all smiles as she explained, “This man’s got a good reputation – he’s the principal of the county high school, named Rawley. He’s confident and a real man, plus a month of his salary would get you one hundred liters of wheat.
“How old did you say this principal was?” Ma spoke first.
“37. His first wife died and left a child. He said he wants another wife, but not a widow, so I thought of our little Mi here. They would make such a nice little family! Your little one only has to show up and she’ll be set! Just think – a month’s salary for one hundred liters of wheat! Forget droughts, floods, storms, or hail – you’d still have one hundred liters. You’ll be much more comfortable than you are out here in the country, too. Best of all, our little Mi can go live in the city. She’ll never have to go back to the fields ever again. No more wind in her face, rain on her head or scorching sun at her back.”
My sister, married… I knew this was a good thing, though in my heart I always thought there was something going on between her and Tian Fu. So when I went over to Tian Fu’s that night, I told him what had happened. I could tell he was surprised. He grabbed my arm, “But… truly?” I nodded, “My parents already said yes. Real soon they’ll take her to the city so they can meet each other.” Tian Fu’s face sunk. He went into his room right then, grabbed a sack of wheat, and made straight for my house.
I asked him what he was doing with the sack, but he didn’t say anything. He just kept walking, his feet pounding the earth like he was out for justice.
He made his way into our courtyard and dropped the sack with a thump against the wall. My parents came out and asked him what was going on. He said, “Here – for you!” “You’re giving us wheat?” Pa was skeptical. Tian Fu said nothing for a long time. At last, with his face and neck bright red he said, “I want to marry Mi!”
Ma and Pa were both taken aback and said nothing for a while. So Tian Fu said, “I know how to farm. I can take care of you all.” Pa turned around and slowly opened his mouth, “Tian Fu, you’re a fine fellow. If you want to marry Mi and provide for us – well then, Ma and I are just thrilled. But, you have to know, Mi’s brother and sisters can’t work yet, and my leg is down for the count. You got little siblings at home depending on you, and your Ma ain’t in good health, either. We ain’t got two acres of land between our families. If we only got your farming, I’m afraid we won’t all get to eat. I know you know how to farm, but you need more than skill to be successful. You also need God’s help, and if God wants to send a hailstorm, even if you do the best you can, in the end you’ll still have nothing to eat. Half of this year’s wheat’s already gone! You’re a smart man. You should think about Mi and our family. Our cousin made a good match for her – the man’s a school principal in the city. A month of his salary would buy one hundred liters of wheat. What would you say if you were in our shoes?”
Tian Fu was silent.
Our cousin, who had been listening from inside the house, came out and made straight for Tian Fu. “I say, young man, ambition and fleas both jump high. Our little cousin will be hard-pressed to find another opportunity like this. Don’t you interfere!” Tian Fu ran out the door as my cousin’s words dissipated in the air. At this moment, Mi, who had been sitting on her bed listening the whole time, began to sob.
That evening, Pa, leaning on his cane, shouldered the bag of wheat and carried it back to Tian Fu’s house.
Mi got married the next month. The evening before the ceremony, she took advantage of how distracted my parents were with the wedding and gave me a small wooden box to give to Tian Fu in secret. It had been nailed shut. But that night Tian Fu wasn’t home; I had no choice but to give the box to one of his younger sisters.
The next day, after Mi left in the carriage that had been sent for her from the city, I went to ask Tian Fu if he had gotten the box. I guessed there was something precious in there for Tian Fu to remember her by. His Ma saw me and pointed towards a field outside town where their family’s tomb was built. “He went out at dawn to chop wood.” I cautiously walked toward the tomb, which was covered in pine and cypress. I yelled his name while I was still a ways away and Tian Fu, who was lying on the grass on top of the tomb, heard me and sat up. Only when I saw him did I get up the courage to go further. “What do you want?” he asked when he saw me running. “You get the box?” “I saw it.” He didn’t seem happy at all. While he spoke he stroked the wooden box at his side. “There was nothin’ in it, just a few kernels of wheat wrapped in paper. What am I gonna do with this?” I was surprised, too. “There’s really only wheat in there?” I opened the box. Inside was a paper package, and after peeling back a few layers, I saw that it held a single grain of wheat. I compared the kernel to some other wheat lying around, but couldn’t make out any difference. “What was she up to?”
“Your sister was probably reminding me not to forget your family when it gets to be planting time again,” drawled Tian Fu as he lay back down. “Why don’t you go home, Dou? I’ll come back when it’s time to plant again, we’ll all pitch in...”
The third day after Mi’s wedding she came back to our house. Stealing a moment away from her husband and parents who were talking in the parlor, she took me aside and asked if I had given the box to Tian Fu. I said I had. Then she asked what Tian Fu said after he saw what was inside. I told her what Tian Fu had said that day at the tomb, not knowing how upset she’d be when she heard it. “Idiot!” she said, and for no reason at all kicked the dog that had been standing next to her. The dog yelped half the day.
I didn’t understand why she was so angry. “You know, after that, Tian Fu said that if we needed his help with the planting I should just ask him, you don’t need to give him any more wheat…”
When she heard this she put her hand over my mouth. She glared daggers at me and said, “Dou, never mention this ever again, if you do, you’ll regret it.”
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The People’s Liberation Army arrived the second year Mi was in the city, and with it came the Task Force on Land Reform. People with a bit more land than the rest of us were called land-owners and put in police custody. And they told us we had been liberated and we’d get some new land from the land-owners. Tian Fu’s family got an extra quarter acre and we got nearly half.
It really was a happy new year.
Tian Fu continued to farm; and following Pa’s orders, I started cutting grass, tending sheep, and gathering firewood.
Since Tian Fu was the town expert, they welcomed him into a Cooperative Team, and then a junior-level commune, and he even became one of the town’s Model Workers. One year his commune broke the record for wheat production and they pinned red flowers on him and sent him to the county Model Workers’ Conference. Not long after, the matchmaker came to his house and arranged a marriage with woman named Rain.
Tian Fu was so happy those days. Every time he saw me, he couldn’t stop talking about his work. “Just you wait and see. I’ll ramp up production by 50… maybe even 100 kilograms!” By that time I knew how to tell a joke or two and said, “Tian Fu, you’re only confident because you have ‘Rain’ on your side.” He laughed. “You’re just a kid. What do you know?”
When I went to stay at my sister’s in the city, I let slip that Tian Fu was getting married. I had no idea how upset she’d be. When she heard, she dropped the white porcelain bowl she had been washing and it smashed to pieces on the floor. “You feeling alright?” “There’s still grease on it. It was slippery…”
The day Tian Fu got married, Mi went with her first-born – my nephew, Changsui – back to town. She said, “A wedding is a happy time. I gotta go and give them a little somethin’.” She gave them a quilt embroidered with red safflowers. I gave it to the gift recorders for her and make sure they wrote down: Mi – one red safflower quilt.
The new bride rode in on an oxcart covered in red silk. The moment it stopped in front of Tian Fu’s house, Mi took Changsui in her arms and squeezed through the crowd to get a better look at the bride. Drowned out by the shouts of the crowd and the noise of the band, Rain took Tian Fu’s hand and entered the courtyard. She couldn’t know as she passed in front of Mi that Changsui, still in my sister’s arms, would throw a handful of wheat kernels in Tian Fu’s face. At first, everyone just stared, but they soon exploded with laughter. A little boy even said to Tian Fu, “Remember: don’t forget about the wheat!”
On the way home, I pulled Changsui aside and asked, “Where’d you get those seeds?” He pointed at the pocket of his coat. “Ma put them there.” Mi was standing off on a side street. She said, “How lucky, wheat falling from the sky like that. And everyone laughing… wishing the groom all the happiness in the world.”
After the wedding, Tian Fu’s life was going better than ever. Every time I saw him, he was smiling ear to ear. Sometimes I’d ask, “That good, eh?” He’d just smile and punch me on the shoulder. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
No one could have known how soon Tian Fu’s marriage would fall apart. Even my sister had no idea. Every time I went to see her, she’d ask me, “Isn’t she pregnant yet?” I’d usually answer, “No, just the same.” This would surprise her every time and she’d mutter, “But she must be!”
Tian Fu’s marriage fell apart because of a criticism session regarding his farming practices – by this time it was already the next fall, and the whole country was in the middle of the Great Leap Forward. Farmers, of course, also had to “leap forward.” Everyone was forced to plant their crops tight together: 50 kilograms of seed per hectare, to ensure production of 50,000 kilograms of wheat. Everyone fell in line without protest; only Tian Fu stood up to them and disagreed. He stood on the edge of his field and denounced their plan. “We’ve grown wheat all these years and I’ve never heard of anyone planting 50 kilos. If we plant too many seeds, they’ll get all tangled up. The tassels will be the size of flies. We won’t even make 250 kilos!” His speech obviously offended his superiors, and they made an example of him. As an official dissenter of the Great Leap Forward, he was forced to walk through the town and fields with a plaque in his arms identifying him as such. On the plaque they wrote the two charges against him, “Anti-scientific farming, Anti-Leap Forward.” After all that, he got locked up in the town jail.
Mi found out that Tian Fu was in jail from the people who had gone into the city to deal with the whole thing. Late one night she rode her bicycle back home with food piled in her basket. When she got home, she gave me the food and told me to go to the jail the next day and give it to Tian Fu. And that night, she made me go to Tian Fu’s house with her and see Tian Fu’s wife. Rain cried when she saw us. “I can’t live like this. How can I show my face?” “We all find a way. You just gotta be strong!” As she left she pressed some cash into Rain’s hands.
But, in the end, Rain wasn’t strong. While Tian Fu was locked up, Chen, the captain of the task force sent down by the county, would meet with Rain for anti-dissidence sessions. He wanted her to cut off all ties with Tian Fu and to swear to the three tenets of the Great Leap Forward. Rain was attractive and as she stood demurely facing Captain Chen, accepting his admonishments, lurid thoughts bubbled up in the captain’s mind. During one of their meetings, the Captain began to use an entirely new, more suggestive, terminology, and that night finally managed to get Rain into bed. Eventually everyone in town, including me, found out what happened that night.
It was drizzling, so when Rain entered the Captain’s bunkhouse, her shirt was damp. The Captain took one of his shirts and gave it to her. “It breaks my heart to see you in those wet clothes.” “No, I’m fine,” she said. “If you’re shy, don’t worry, I’ll turn away.” “Really, I’m fine.” she said. He grabbed a piece of paper and said, “The County Farming Bureau recently decided to recruit a young farmer from the countryside. They want someone with real experience to be a national staff member in the City Farming Bureau and help promote the Agricultural Leap Forward. I’d think you’d be perfect. What do you say?” Rain was a little taken aback, but pleasantly surprised. The Captain handed the form over to her. “Am I…can I?” “I thought it through. You know farming, and you’re cultured. You’re also good with your hands. Look at these fingers of yours. As soon as anyone sees them, they’ll know they can do anything!” As the Captain spoke he took Rain’s hand and began to massage it, from her fingers to the back of her hand, from the back of her hand to her wrist, from her wrist to her stomach, and from her stomach upward…
Everyone hated the Captain and I was furious for Tian Fu. I told myself to wait until after Tian Fu’s period of introspection was over to tell him what Rain had been keeping secret. I still didn’t really understand how much something like this could affect a man.
While Tian Fu was in custody, he would get denounced publicly in front of his whole work group. I would watch them from a distance. I felt sorry for him, but I also thought he was an idiot. “Why did you have to open your big mouth?” I thought. “If they want you to plant wheat you plant wheat. Why did you have to go and talk back? Your boss gives the orders – if there’s a drop in production you won’t have to pay the price. Plus it’s a bumper year – you’d still have plenty of wheat!”
Tian Fu got released one day in late afternoon while snowflakes were floating across the sky. I saw him as he walked toward town and I grabbed a coat to wrap around myself as I rushed to meet him. I caught up to him at the town gate and told him about Rain and the Captain. I thought he’d be grateful, but he scowled at me and shouted, “You’re lying!”
I tried to explain. “It’s the truth! If I’m lying, God help me.”
He grabbed my collar and roared, “Why would you tell me this?”
“You have to ask me that?”
“You bastard!” He shoved past me and stumbled home.
That night I could hear all kinds of noises coming from Tian Fu’s house. I edged closer to listen, but the only thing I could make out was Rain shouting, “You bastard, you can’t shut up about the Great Leap, you even get locked up, and you still have the guts to come here and order me around! Well, I’ve already decided to divorce you. I found a government job in the city where I won’t have to put up with this bullshit anymore.”
Rain left town three days later. The Captain didn’t lie; he really did help her settle into the farming office, which wasn’t far from Mi’s house.
One Sunday, ten or so years later, when I was in the city on some business, I happened to pass by the Bureau of Wheat Production. At the main gate, I saw a well-dressed middle-aged woman introduce some new products to a group of peasants. As I looked closer, I realized it was Rain. She also recognized me and came over to talk. I expected that her appearance, demeanor, and personality would have changed a lot and that she would now greatly regret her actions. But when her two well-dressed children ran over and begged her to come home to eat, I thought maybe she made the right choice after all.
After Rain left, Tian Fu stopped going on his usual strolls to fields around town. He just sat on an old stone outside his house. Some nights he would kneel down at the edge of his field and not move until dawn. One day at dusk, I went up to him as he was heading again for the field on the western slope. I wanted to help him move on, to get over his broken heart and his public humiliation. To my surprise, as soon as he saw me he said, “Dou, hurry up. Get ready. Something horrible is about to happen.” I was confused and asked him what he meant by horrible. He said, “These past few nights, as soon as I close my eyes, I’ve seen my grandpa cradling human bones in his arms. He asks me to help him bury them. I’ve never had this kind of dream before. It’s not a good sign.” At the time I thought he was full of it; he was still angry with me, so I didn’t take what he said seriously. But one night several days later, after I had gotten off work for the day and was on my way back to town, Tian Fu suddenly called out, “Dou, get over here!” I thought maybe he found a nice view and ran to his side. He pointed to some fields near town and said, “Look at everyone digging in the ground.” I strained my eyes, but couldn’t see anything. Everyone had already finished working and gone home. I smirked and said, “Are you sure you’re OK? I don’t see anyone.” He said, “Look, there are crowds digging in the field!” I thought perhaps his depression was turning into something more serious, but I just said, “Why don’t you go home and eat something.”
Some time after that, I saw him at home wiping out some old jars. He even came to my house to borrow two empty jars that we weren’t using. I asked what he was doing, but he didn’t give me any details. He only sighed and said, “They’re good to have around.” Once he even made me go ask another family we knew if he could borrow some of their old jars. But I refused. I thought he was still depressed and maybe going a little crazy. It wasn’t until that horrible spring that I realized what all those jars were for.
Tian Fu urged me to go to the city and tell my sister that something bad was going to happen, to tell her to prepare. Of course, I didn’t take his words to heart, and never told my sister anything.
It’s a mistake I’ll regret for the rest of my life.
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Like everyone else, I thought it would be an ordinary spring, same as the ones before it. It would bring only flourishing crops and blossoming flowers, warm sun and soft breezes. Absolutely no one guessed that, in the midst of warmth and comfort, the specter of famine would be silently released upon us.
At first, it only teased us from a distance. Since everyone ate in the communal dining hall, no one knew what was happening until it was too late. It wasn’t until the dining hall ran out of food that people started to panic. The whole town descended on the fields. At first they dug up last fall’s sweet potatoes that had long since frozen and spoiled, as well as the spring’s first wild herbs. Then it was rabbits, mice and snakes, animals that were just emerging from their winter stupors. Then it was the tree bark, leaves, and non-poisonous wild grasses.
Watching everyone with their heads bowed, digging for whatever they could find in the earth, I suddenly remembered what Tian Fu had said days before. He saw people with bowed heads digging in the earth. My heart skipped a beat. Could he have predicted this? I remembered that I hadn’t seen him for the past few days, and it didn’t look like he had gone down to the fields. But at this point I didn’t have the energy to worry about Tian Fu. The specter had already invaded my home and was tormenting my family.
Food became everyone’s sole occupation and obsession. I went to the city to find Mi and beg for her help, not realizing her home was falling apart as well. She could only give me a sack of dried sweet potatoes to bring back with me. After we ran out of that, we used flour made from powdered elm bark to concoct a porridge-like dish. We fried up old cotton seeds we had stored up from years past and smashed the seeds to get at the kernels. We boiled an ancient cowhide from who knows how many years past, sheared off the fur and ate the hide piece by tiny piece. We broke up corncobs from the year before, crushed them into powder, boiled, and ate the mush. At last, when we had eaten everything there was to eat, the only thing left to put in our stomachs was water.
After a day of ingesting only water, Ma, choking down her sobs, said to me and my younger brother and sisters, “I don’t have anything else to give you. You have to go out on your own and find some way to stay alive.” At this point our stomachs were already poking out and walking was near impossible. We had no energy to go look for something to eat. Ma walked to the door of the courtyard, rocking back and forth until she fell over with a thud. Leaning on a makeshift cane, I tried with all my might to pick her up as she looked up at me and breathed her last breath. We weren’t even strong enough to cry. We barely managed roll her up in a reed mat before we dug a hole a few steps outside the courtyard and buried her in it.
Meanwhile, people in town were dying one after the other. Weak, desperate weeping was everywhere. Aside from the weeping, there were no other sounds in town – no chickens clucking or dogs yelping – anything that could be eaten had long since found its way into someone’s stomach. Nobody said a word, since no one had the energy left to force words out of their mouths. The only way to communicate was through meaningful glances. I had given up: I guessed that my brother and sister and I would die of starvation within a day or two, and I certainly didn’t think that, on the day Ma died, a miracle would happen.
That night after we had all gone to sleep – a disorienting half-slumber, as we couldn’t sleep very deeply with our ravenous stomachs – I suddenly caught a whiff of wheat. At that point I could smell anything edible. But I couldn’t believe what my nose was telling me. How could there possibly be any wheat left? I didn’t open my eyes, convinced that my nose had made a mistake, but the scent kept burrowing itself into my nostrils. But eventually it compelled me to open my eyes and I got out of bed to look for the source of the smell. Leaning on my cane, I looked around and discovered a cloth bundle sitting on the windowsill. I was flabbergasted. I remembered very clearly that no package like that had ever been on that windowsill. Was it a gift from the Old Man, meant to save us? I stumbled forward and grabbed the package. Heavens, it really was wheat! It was a package of wheat kernels! I pinched my arm, scared that it was a dream. Just about every night I would dream that I’d discover something delicious and so many times I had woken up just as I was about to put it in my mouth. I sucked in air as I felt the pain from the pinch and I knew it wasn’t a dream. I was so happy I wanted to jump onto the windowsill. I grabbed the package and clutched it to my chest, scared it might fly away. The Old Man must have taken pity on us and sent us this wheat! I got to my siblings’ room in a few steps and giddily woke them from their stupors with a loud whisper, “I found something! It’s wheat!” They woke up instantly, like a switch was flicked on inside them, and I took the kernels out from the package to let them see. Their faces lit up and my brother even grabbed a few grains, trying to stick them in his mouth right then, but I grabbed his hand and said, “Wait, just wait. You can’t eat it raw. Here, we’ll go cook it!”
I went into the kitchen, poured some water into a pot, and laid a small handful of wheat into the water. “We can’t eat it all in one sitting. We have to make this last until the commune sends in more food. And after starving for so long, eating will hurt. A little will go a long way. ” My brother and sisters both nodded and stood silently by as I shoveled wood into the belly of the stove.
The water in the pot finally began to boil and the cooking wheat gave off an increasingly heady and alluring scent. My siblings stared at the pot lid without blinking. I told them they had to be patient and wait a while longer since it takes wheat longer to cook than noodles. As I spoke I could feel saliva dripping from my lips and my stomach turning over in anticipation.
The wheat was finally ready. Each granule plumped up as though it had been blown up with air. I took out four bowls, put seventeen grains of wheat in each bowl, and filled them up the rest of the way with water from the pot. I gave one bowl each to my brother and two sisters. I tried to make them to chew carefully and swallow slowly so they could get the most out of every grain, but my little brother didn’t pay any attention. He ate up all seventeen grains right away and then eyed my bowl. At that point I had just taken my bowl in my hands, but I had no choice. I gave four of my grains to my brother. Years later, I passed through the gate of a grain depot and saw grains scattered across the floor among the dust. I thought if this were the spring of 1960, those grains would save the lives of ten people.
The four of us relied on that one pack of grain to get us through until the relief supplies came. And though our stomachs still stuck out, we knew we would live. Later I found out that on the same morning that we received our package, every household in the entire village also got one. At first, I thought that it must be a gift from the gods, but later I looked closely at the cloth of the package and realized it was made out of an old shirt and a faint word was written on it in pen: “bastard.” I instantly knew that I had written that word. One afternoon, when Tian Fu was sleeping under a tree, I had snuck up and written it on his shirt. The wheat was from Tian Fu! I went to confront him about it, but he barely answered. “Don’t worry about who sent it. Just tell me, did you enjoy it?” “Yes,” I said, “It was the most delicious wheat I ever tasted in my entire life!” “That’s enough then. In the future just be sure to plant wheat – and plant it right.” I probed more about where the wheat had come from and at first he didn’t say a word, but under my unrelenting questioning and after making me promise to swear not to tell, he told me the whole story.
A few years ago he could tell that the crops would fail and so he started to “steal” his own grain and carefully hoard it away. He put it in jars and pots and buried them deep in the earth. Only after the famine began did he slowly begin to dig them out. At first he thought he only had enough food for everyone in his own family, but after seeing so many people die, he was moved to give a little bit to every household in the village. I remembered the time he borrowed those jars from my house and asked him if those were for storing the wheat. He said they were and if at the time I had lent him a few more, he could have hidden a bit more wheat and maybe saved a few more lives.
I felt so ashamed.
Only after learning all this did I understand how Tian Fu had found the strength and desire to marry a young bride in the midst of the famine. Her name was Qingyin and she was beautiful. If it had been a normal year and under normal circumstances, I doubt she’d look twice at a man like Tian Fu. All things considered though, Tian Fu managed to get a wife pretty easily. He said he had just put a pot of wheat on to boil when he heard a knock on the door. Confused, he thought maybe a cadre had come to search his house. By the time he went outside to look, he discovered that a mother and her daughter had collapsed in his doorway. The mother was twenty-some odd years old, and the child at her breast was maybe two. He saw they were starving and carried them into the house. He gave them some of the hot grain water to drink, waited until they warmed up a bit, and then gave them some wheat to eat. Once they had something in their stomachs they managed to open their eyes. The mother tried to kneel down to thank Tian Fu for saving their lives. Tian Fu hurried to lift her back and said, “Sister, please get up.” That night, seeing that the two had no place to go, Tian Fu and his Ma prepared one of the outer rooms for them to sleep in.
At midnight, Tian Fu was asleep and dreaming on the western side of the house. He had the feeling that someone was lifting his quilt. He opened his eyes and looked into the moonlight and discovered that the young mother was burrowing into his cocoon of blankets. He bolted upright and quickly grabbed clothes to throw around himself. “Sister, this, this is – ” The young woman interrupted, “Brother, I can tell you’re a good man. I need you to save us, to give my child and me food and a home. The child’s father starved to death.” Tian Fu said nothing for a long time. But his Ma had been standing in the hallway outside his room and said, “Tian Fu, let them stay.” He put his trembling hand on her shoulder.
Many years later, after I had already grown up and gone to the city, Tian Fu and I talked about Qingyin; he let me know that although they slept together that night, he didn’t decide to marry her until nearly a month later. He said he had been a bachelor for a few years by then, and though he always had enough to eat, he of course had certain urges at the sight of a woman. But as soon as he felt Qingyin’s body with its palpable muscles and bones visibly poking at her skin, he felt too sorry for her. He didn’t have the heart to put any added pressure on a body that could hardly sustain itself, so he took her in his arms and held her until she fell asleep. Over the next few days he made sure to boil some wheat for Qingyin and her daughter every day, gradually increasing the amount so as not to make them sick. After nearly a month of care, Qingyin and her daughter slowly began to recover. At first Qingyin began to fill out a bit, and then her cheeks showed some color, and finally her cycle returned to normal. After her first period, Qingyin finally had the strength to pull Tian Fu on top of her. It was a frenetic and lengthy business that heralded the coming of their daughter into the world. In the entire village, theirs was the only child born in 1960. Every other couple had stopped all procreational activities in the wake of the famine.
After the famine, Tian Fu had more energy and worked harder than ever. It was a shame though that his work unit distributed all the wheat the workers produced. No matter how hard Tian Fu worked, when it came to dividing up the wheat he only got as much as everyone else, about 60 kilograms. But it didn’t put a damper on his passion for farming. Every time he saw me he would try to convince me to go into the fields with him. He told me he wanted to pass on his knowledge to me, but I had no interest in it. I wanted to be a city dweller like Mi with all my heart and later, when her husband got me a job at a fertilizer plant, that dream came true.
The day I left home, Tian Fu was hoeing a field outside of town. He saw me and walked over from the field. He told me, “If you’re not happy in the city, you just come on back here and work on the farm. Wheat farming is the most honorable and important job on Earth.” Even though I nodded, I was laughing inside, thinking he didn’t understand. After all the trouble it took to get to the city, how could I come back and endure the biting winds and dry, hot sun that filled every day of a farmer’s life?
When I arrived in the city I went to Mi’s and told her Tian Fu’s theory about me going back to farming. I expected that she would laugh when she heard it. I didn’t think that she would stand there silently, then sigh and say, “He has a point. If no one takes wheat farming seriously, where will our bread come from?”
I hadn’t gone back to the village for a few years and didn’t see Tian Fu in all that time. One day, my youngest sister came to the city to see me and Mi. Over dinner, she brought up Tian Fu and said that he had recently run into some bad luck. He was being publicly denounced daily, and soon might be condemned as a reactionary. By this time, the Cultural Revolution had begun and Mi and I were scared for Tian Fu. Mi put down her chopsticks and asked what he had done. “He was an idiot. Before his unit began planting he wanted to pay his respects to the Old Man of the Earth. He wanted to burn incense and make an offering of eggs. They reported him to his superiors. The brigade leaders said that this was engaging in ‘feudalistic superstition.’” This was all part of the new trend in the class struggle.
When Mi heard this, she told me to go back to the village and speak to the head of the revolutionary committee of the production brigade on Tian Fu’s behalf. The head of the committee had gone to school in the city and was my brother-in-law’s student. I rode back to the village and right to the committee head’s house. He must have held a high opinion of my family because he released Tian Fu on the spot. I rode Tian Fu back to the village on my bike. “Dou,” he said, “I can’t thank you enough for getting me out of there. I’m lucky you even remember me.” I cursed him for insisting on praying to the Old Man and for causing all this trouble. Shamelessly, he said, “How can we plant and not pray to the Old Man? How can we break rules we’ve been following for generations? You haven’t seen how little our fields have been producing. If we keep ignoring the gods then we’re asking for another famine!” I asked him if he really believed in the Old Man of the Earth. He said, “Of course. With all the land on this Earth, how could there not be a god to watch over it all?” I saw how sincere he was and thought it wouldn’t be good to press the matter any further.
When I took Tian Fu home, his wife asked me to stay for dinner, but I politely refused. I was walking toward their gate when Tian Fu said, “My old friend Dou. Could you manage to get some prenatal medication from the city for me?” I asked him who it was for. He pointed at his wife standing in the courtyard. “For her,” he whispered. “Since I was officially denounced, she’s been so worried about me. Night and day she’s got a stomachache. I’m scared she’ll… have trouble with the baby. I feel so old already. If she loses it, what’ll happen to my legacy?” I nodded and said I’d go.
A few days later I came back from the city with his medication, but I was too late to save the baby. Qingyin had already miscarried. I told Tian Fu not to worry, saying I knew he would get Qingyin pregnant again. I didn’t know then that the years would pass and Qingyin would never have another child. Once Tian Fu said to me, “I guess I’m just old. My seed has turned to water.”
Still, Qingyin’s older daughter, as well as her daughter with Tian Fu, got married in quick succession and Tian Fu thought he’d be able to pass on his knowledge to his two sons-in-law. However, by this time working in the city was the fashion and his sons-in-law wanted to leave to earn more money and see the world. They certainly didn’t want to learn to farm. The daughters didn’t approve of their husbands staying in the countryside either, and so Tian Fu had to drop the subject; after all they weren’t his sons. He couldn’t force his choices onto them.
Tian Fu kept getting older and his hair got whiter. Once when I was headed home, I saw him bent over, his back already starting to hunch, hoeing his field. He wheezed so loudly I thought I felt the ground shake. I walked over and urged him to rest, but he shook his head no. “I’m used to it. If I don’t work I’ll go crazy.” I said, “Your daughters respect you. Even if you don’t work, they’ll take care of you. You should have some peace in your old age.” He sighed. “If I see weeds in the field, I get anxious…”
I had no idea that would be the last time Tian Fu and I would ever speak.
He died at the beginning of the next season. I heard the news from a vegetable peddler who had come from the village and was resting at Mi’s. She said Tian Fu was walking to his drill with a bag of seeds when he fell over and hit his head. He was only half-finished with his family’s field.
We were quiet for a while after we heard the news. Then Mi said to Changsui and me, “We need to go back and pay our respects. He helped us a great deal in the past.” At the time, Changsui worked in the county government office and was very busy and rather reluctant to go. He said, “Ma, I’ve had a lot of work the past few days. Tian Fu was just our neighbor. I can’t go back. It’ll be enough if you and Uncle go back and visit.” He didn’t know how angry Mi would get. “I don’t care how busy you are. You’re going. What’s more important than paying your respects to a dead man?” When Changsui saw how furious his Ma was, he had no choice but to go pack his things in preparation for the trip.
When the three of us arrived, we saw that Tian Fu’s family had already buried him. The mourners had left the tomb and the only things left on the grave were some white paper banners fluttering in the wind. Mi went forward and bent down to light some kindling while I laid down a bundle of fireworks. She turned to Changsui, who was standing off to the side, and said, “You and the other children used to call him ‘Uncle.’ So since he’s family, and since you’re here today, you should kneel to him.” Changsui stared at her, completely flustered. “You want me to what?” “What’s shameful about showing respect to your elders?” She banged the ground with her cane. Changsui looked at me for help. I thought she was going too far too, but I couldn’t say that in front of her. Changsui saw I wasn’t going to speak up and had no choice but to kneel down on the grave.
The next day, after we ate breakfast, Mi made me go with her to Tian Fu’s house – to comfort Tian Fu’s wife and daughters, I thought. To my surprise, when we got there the gate was already locked. Their next-door neighbor told us, “The sons-in-law stayed in the city on business. Qingyin and the girls left at dawn.”
On our way back to the city, we passed through Tian Fu’s field and saw that the wheat he had planted before he died had already begun to sprout. Next to it was the quarter acre of land that he hadn’t had time to plant. Shoots of grass had already begun to poke their heads through the earth. Mi stopped at the edge of the field, leaning on her cane, and stared at the barren field for a long time. When Changsui started forward and urged her to go on, she sighed. “You should stay and finish seeding this field!”
“What?” He was clearly horrified at the thought.
My sister didn’t say anything else; she just rubbed her eyes and walked away, her hunched figure leaning on her cane.
Translated by Chloe Estep
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Yan Wu
Y
an Wu took over his wife’s rubbish cart after he got out of prison. It was painted a bold, glossy red. He started with fear the first time he saw the cart, but with a second glance he forced himself to grow accustomed to it. Yan Wu had been in prison for thirteen years. He’d come to a realisation on the inside – what exactly he didn’t know – that let him walk out of the bright blue iron gate with no sense of misfortune. On the contrary, his wandering gaze seemed more relaxed and carefree than anyone else’s.
“You look like you had a lover in there,” his wife said.
Yan Wu laughed and said nothing. His wife had waited thirteen years for this broken man to appear. But he was as cool as he had been so many years before.
Yan Wu had moved from his old accommodation in the main building to a small one-storey house that had been built against the outer wall of the dormitory. The administration had built it for his wife during his first year in prison. It was poorly constructed, dark and damp, but liveable. It was there that Yan Wu’s wife had acquired the rubbish cart and her collection of cleaning tools.
Before he got out of prison, Yan Wu’s wife told him that she would look after him so that he could spend as much time as he wanted at home reading and writing.
Yan Wu sensed as much when he first showed his face in the compound. Thereafter, he made a habit of stopping the rubbish cart at the nearby intersection at rush hour every morning and evening, as if to greet and bid farewell to the office workers that hurried past.
Yan Wu always wore a dark-brown tunic suit. It was old and shabby, especially at the sleeves, where the frayed threads tangled together and caught the sunlight as they floated in the breeze. Whenever his wife offered to mend it for him he always gave the same response: “What do you know!”
For Yan Wu, that was the desired effect.
Whenever the intersection was at its busiest, Yan Wu took care to exaggerate everything that was petty, lowly and mean in himself. Sometimes he bent over the side of the cart to rake greedily through the rubbish for waste paper and bottles to sell for recycling; sometimes he walked to the middle of the road to pick up cigarette butts from the ground as pedestrians hurried past. One day Yan Wu found a cigarette butt still burning at the feet of the research director. Yan Wu picked it up, put it to his lips and took a few hard drags before going after him and calling in a fawning tone: “Thank you, Mr. Director! Thank you!” The director started at the sound of Yan Wu’s voice. He stared at him for a few seconds and beat a hasty retreat, his cheeks flushing a deep red.
Yan Wu was in high spirits that day. He even had a drink with his dinner.
Yan Wu’s wife was a very kind-hearted and capable woman. On the eve of his return she carefully divided the small house into two rooms with a curtain of fabric. Naturally his wife didn’t have the money to buy enough fabric for the entire partition, but she was resourceful: she collected scraps of cloth from the rubbish cart, washed them and stitched them together, piece by piece. One might say she had an artistic temperament, when she arranged the scraps into a pattern. Once it was hung up, the patchwork partition looked ultra-modern. An art student living in the dormitories came to take a look and said that she had an excellent sense of colour.
In fact, Yan Wu’s wife was an art student before they were married, but few people knew that. It was only after the marriage that Yan Wu objected to her studies and she agreed to be a housewife.
After hanging the partition, Yan Wu’s wife arranged his study as handsomely as she could. The books and the bookcase were his. A damaged leather armchair, meticulously re-upholstered by her own hand, became the sort of stylish piece that was impossible to buy. As she had used to, Yan Wu’s wife filled the pencil pot with sharpened pencils, and guessing that he would no longer have any of his old fountain pens added the gold pen that he had given her long ago. She was as beautiful as ever inside, though the years had given her the coarse looks of a rubbish woman. Illness had prevented her from having children, a failing that had left her with a profound sense of guilt that played itself out as enduring loyalty and devotion to her husband.
But Yan Wu’s wife felt that she would never understand her husband.
Yan Wu was delighted with the study. He would go there when he had finished tipping out rubbish for the day, but he never read, nor did he ever stand in front of the bookcase to browse or flick through an old book. He would just lean back on the leather chair and stared straight up at the ceiling, legs crossed, swaying from time to time.
At first, Yan Wu’s wife thought that he did so out of a great, numbing pain, but later she sensed not. Sometimes his eyes would suddenly light up, and his expression became terrifying to behold.
A sense of foreboding had troubled Yan Wu’s wife for a long time and she suffered continually from nerves. But life proved her wrong. Nothing happened to Yan Wu and nothing happened to her family. Yan Wu was like a machine – he left the house each day like clockwork and returned with similar regularity. He even took the trouble to bring back pieces of rubbish that she could sell for scrap.
When Yan Wu came home each day his food and clothes were waiting for him, prepared by his dutiful wife, who later squatted to wash his feet.
As long as he didn’t have an affair, she didn’t mind slaving away for him. Every morning, when Yan Wu took the rubbish cart out, she would repeat the warning that she had uttered so many times over the years: “Don’t you look at any women outside!” And a new addition: “Women are much easier than they used to be. You don’t know. Be careful they don’t seduce you.”
He found her warnings amusing. No one in their right mind would want to seduce an old rubbish man like him. He was also a little astonished that anyone in this world could still be so fond of him.
And so he passed his days in stillness, like stagnant water. They all reacted differently when they saw him – some with shock, some with embarrassment and some with shame. But they all talked about him, of course. A pity, some said. Others said that he’d debased himself. Most agreed that he’d brought it on himself. In any case, few dared to look him in the eye, much less talk to him, or express their regrets. When they caught sight of him they looked uncomfortable; they changed direction, or quickened their pace, or pretended not to see.
No one had appealed on Yan Wu’s behalf. And he had done nothing himself.
The research director’s son was flicking through an old photo album at home one day when a photograph fluttered to the floor. As he went to pick it up he saw that someone had written on the back, in an elegant hand, “This is the Great Doctor Yan Wu.” The words “Great” and “Doctor” were written in particularly showy script.
“What an arrogant guy,” the research director’s son said.
His mother said: “He may have been arrogant, but he’s still just a rubbish man.”
Her son was taken aback: “What?”
The research director snatched the photograph away from his son and stuffed it into his pocket. He fumed at his wife: “Why did you have to bring him up?” His face was livid as he walked over to the window and stared out absent-mindedly.
Yan Wu happened to be collecting rubbish out on the stairs at that very moment.
His son jumped up and shouted: “It’s him! It’s him!”
From that day on the research director’s son tried to get closer to Yan Wu. He was a history student with a fresh graduate degree from the university.
Yan Wu had a strange sensation when the research director’s son first smiled at him, even though he didn’t know who he was. He warmed slightly when the young man gave his name and even more so when he learned out that his father had not put him up to it.
Gradually, Yan Wu and the research director’s son grew closer. Yan Wu sometimes invited him home for drinks. The young man was fascinated by Yan Wu’s way of talking and his elegant study, which only increased his questions about why the man lived as he did. At his own home the young man brought up Yan Wu more and more frequently: he became a regular dish at the family table.
The research director and his wife were beside themselves with fear over what Yan Wu might be planning.
His wife asked: “Is he going to poison our son?”
The research director replied: “He wouldn’t…” But certain things came to mind and he was struck by wave upon wave of a fear that he could not put into words.
The research director told his son to stay away from Yan Wu, but his son wouldn’t listen: “Why are you so scared of him? Do you think he’s going to eat me up?”
His father kept his mouth shut. He wanted to tell him that Yan Wu really could eat him up, but in the end he kept quiet.
The research director began losing sleep.
Yan Wu saw the research director on the street every day, his face twisted by the unease that gnawed at him day and night, and Yan Wu took some comfort in that.
The young man and Yan Wu were chatting amicably one day when he suddenly asked: “What kind of connection do you have to my father? I’ve always felt that there’s something between the two of you.”
Yan Wu, who had never been one for coyness, replied coolly: “Your father was my assistant, my subordinate. He worshipped me. And then he sent me to prison.”
The research director’s son gaped. He asked: “What happened? Can you tell me?”
Yan Wu said: “I don’t see why not.”
Yan Wu’s wife butted in: “Don’t bring up the past.” She began warming the jug of wine that the research director’s son had brought over.
Yan Wu said: “He is a history student.”
And his wife didn’t say anything else.
Yan Wu said: “How old were you in ’67?”
The research director’s son replied: “I was three.”
Yan Wu sighed: “You were too young.” And then gave a brief account of events.
He spoke in a calm and measured tone, as if he was telling someone else’s story.
As his tale progressed, the colour drained from the young man’s face. The hint of condescension that had been present in his earlier conversations with Yan Wu disappeared entirely. He asked with some dread: “So it was my father that killed Liu Ziyue and then pinned the blame on you?”
Yan Wu said: “I didn’t see your father kill him. Your father hit Liu Ziyue on the head with a thermos flask, but I didn’t see him die. I didn’t see him afterwards, though.”
The young man said: “Why did my father accuse you? Why didn’t he just say what happened?”
Yan Wu said: “Liu Ziyue’s gang said it was us who killed him. They said that we threw his body into the Yangtze. They threatened to kill the five of us as payback.”
“And my father was one of the five?”
Yan Wu nodded.
“And you?”
“I was too.”
“And my father stood up and said you were the killer?”
“I don’t know how he put it. All I know is that they came to get me one night. And then I was denounced daily as a murderer. Nothing I said was any use. Because your father said that he saw me do it. Apparently he was terrified at the time and told a few other people straight after. We were all in the same clique, and they all gave evidence against me.”
“You couldn’t lay the blame on my father?”
Yan Wu said: “Liu Ziyue and I had been sworn enemies on campus for years. After we captured him I said everything I could to hurt him, but I never laid a finger on him.”
The research director’s son waited for a while before speaking: “Did you spend your time in prison coming up with all that? Who do you think you are, Edmond Dantès?”
Yan Wu smiled coldly: “What do you think?”
The young man said: “I can’t just take your word for it.”
Yan Wu said: “I’m not trying to make you believe me. I stopped caring whether or not anyone believed me a long time ago.”
The youngster stood up awkwardly and slowly turned to leave.
Yan Wu said behind his back: “You are just like your father.”
The research director’s son never went back to see Yan Wu. But Yan Wu heard that he left his home one morning and didn’t return for a long time.
Yan Wu came to understand why labourers were always so cheerful and untroubled. After toiling all day they didn’t torment themselves with thoughts. They never troubled their minds over anything and had no strength to waste splitting hairs. Yan Wu had once pitied them, but now he understood that they truly lived as the immortal sages did, free of worldly cares. It was the ones that felt sorry for them who were more worthy of pity.
Over his years as a rubbish collector, Yan Wu’s face grew ruddy. His petty, lowly and mean behaviour at the intersection became an integral part of life.
People still looked the other way as they hurried to and fro. As far as the children were concerned, he was already a fixture of the landscape.
There was a gale one day, a late autumn wind that carried a weighty chill and covered the ground with leaves.
Yan Wu was wearing his usual dark-brown tunic suit. The strong wind had come out of nowhere, so his wife hadn’t thought to pile an extra layer on him as he stepped out the door.
His neck grew stiff in the howling wind.
A man in a steel-grey whipcord windbreaker appeared in front of him and asked where a man named Yan Wu lived.
The first thing Yan Wu saw was the man’s shoes – a pair of beautiful, well-made Italian leather shoes. He was curious – he had liked the same style of shoes in the past. His gaze rose from the man’s shoes to his trousers, then to the his jacket. Finally, he saw the face. Yan Wu and the man cried out in surprise almost simultaneously.
“Liu… Ziyue?”
“Yan… Wu?”
That day, Yan Wu made an exception and went home early.
As the research director returned home that night with knitted brows, Yan Wu and Liu Ziyue were seated in Yan Wu’s study drinking. The wine was courtesy of Yan Wu’s wife, who had run out to a local store to buy a bottle in her excitement. Yan Wu had hardly drunk a drop of alcohol since the research director’s son had left.
Yan Wu said: “You’re not dead? How are you still alive? Everyone thinks I killed you.”
Liu Ziyue said: “You didn’t kill me, but you cursed me half to death. I also heard you say, ‘We shouldn’t hit anyone, don’t touch him.’ I have always remembered you saying that.”
Yan Wu said: “Really? I said that?”
Liu Ziyue said: “You can’t have forgotten?”
Yan Wu shook his head.
“I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for the money and the note you gave me. Yan Wu, brother, you saved my life.”
Yan Wu was bewildered. He looked at Liu Ziyue, wide-eyed. His eyes hadn’t opened so wide since he left prison.
Liu Ziyue carried on: “Did you forget that too? Didn’t you throw a paper parcel to me when you took out your handkerchief? It had three hundred yuan in it and the address of a man named Liu Xiaohu. It was Liu Xiaohu that got me out of the country. I am an American citizen now.”
Yan Wu’s wife dutifully brought out some dishes of fruit. She started when she heard the name Liu Xiaohu.
Yan Wu’s wife said: “Liu Xiaohu is my cousin. How do you know him?”
Yan Wu suddenly remembered something and turned to speak to his wife: “Of course. The three hundred yuan I lost that year – it fell into Liu Ziyue’s hands.”
Yan Wu’s wife immediately responded: “So that’s what happened!”
Now Liu Ziyue was confused.
Yan Wu thought about it and burst out laughing. When he stopped he let out a long sigh.
Liu Ziyue asked: “What’s going on?”
Yan Wu said: “My wife told me to send three hundred yuan to her cousin to buy an imported watch for me. The money was wrapped in a piece of paper with his address on it. I never knew how I lost it. I had no idea that I had helped you out. At least it went to good use.”
Liu Ziyue listened and then spoke again: “How strange.” And then he said: “Whatever happened, you are still my benefactor.”
Yan Wu said: “You mustn’t say that. I was charged with your murder, then locked in prison for thirteen years.”
Liu Ziyue was shocked: “That’s why you were pulling the rubbish cart?”
Yan Wu said: “Not entirely.”
The next day Liu Ziyue went to the university administration. When he showed his face in the research centre his former colleagues thought they were dreaming; others thought they had seen a ghost. He had to repeat three times: “It’s me, Liu Ziyue.”
Eventually there were some shouts of joy, interspersed with a chain of questions.
“Where did you go?”
“You’re not dead?”
“Where have you been all these years?”
The research director arrived late that day. He was the last to see Liu Ziyue. When he saw him his eyes froze in panic and he looked as if he was about to cry in abject terror.
At that, everyone thought of Yan Wu.
Nearly all of Yan Wu’s colleagues had denounced him ruthlessly for the death of Liu Ziyue. At least half of them had beaten him.
The same majority now found themselves rubbing their hands back and forth on their trousers, and the ones that had denounced him so vehemently felt a dull ache in their hearts.
Liu Ziyue delivered the full account of how he had left and what he was doing now. He told the story of the three hundred yuan as if it had been deliberate on Yan Wu’s part. As he spoke, he noticed the research director and the others that had given false evidence breaking into a sweat.
In the afternoon Liu Ziyue invited the research director and the other witnesses to the hotel where he was staying. He bought them all coffee at the bar. The coffee at the hotel was particularly good but his guests were too nervous to appreciate the taste.
Liu Ziyue said: “We meet again, this time in friendship. Let’s let bygones be bygones.”
His guests breathed a collective sigh of relief.
Liu Ziyue said: “But, you’ve got to do something to help Yan Wu. You can’t let him take the blame and go on living like this.”
His guests replied in chorus: “Yes. You’re right.”
Liu Ziyue spoke with his guests about some other things and then concluded: “Yan Wu was doing too well back then. He was too proud, too full of himself. I wanted to take him down a peg or two, but I didn’t want this.”
This time his guests responded with silence.
The research director didn’t do any work for a long time. He threw all of his efforts into clearing Yan Wu’s name. He found him a new job and new accommodations and even managed to get his elevated academic title back. He slept well.
Yan Wu sat in his study staring up at the ceiling one morning before heading out with his rubbish cart.
The research director rushed eagerly into the room and stammered out the good news in the briefest terms.
Yan Wu’s gaze didn’t leave the ceiling. He listened and then he said: “These things were all mine to start with. I don’t need your help to get them back – but I don’t want them anymore.”
The research director opened his mouth but made no sound. He was at a complete loss and stood like a fool for a few seconds before walking out.
On his way out he heard Yan Wu mutter: “Unbelievable.” And he thought to himself – you think this is strange?
The next day, the research director was struck by the sight of Yan Wu at the intersection that he passed on his way to work. His heart jumped and just as he was about to toss his cigarette away he stubbed it out and put it in his pocket. From that night on he again had difficulty sleeping.
After some time passed Yan Wu received a letter from Liu Ziyue in America. Liu Ziyue said: “Other people may not understand your abnormal behaviour, but do you think that I don’t understand? You have reduced yourself to a pile of filth that sticks in their eyes. How can anyone feel at ease with filth in their eyes? You want to make them uncomfortable. But you are wrong. People are very resilient – their feelings and their consciences will adapt. Once they are mentally and emotionally used to your presence, you will become ordinary.”
Yan Wu read the letter and laughed. He thought to himself – I did want to be a pile of filth, stuck in their eyes. But now? Now it was just a habit. It was involuntary. Now he just wanted to live out his days in the same calm and steady way. Every day he found himself wanting to repeat the experiences of the day before. After thirteen years of not seeing the sky, the red rubbish cart made him happy.
Besides… Besides…
Yan Wu thought to himself – could I still work with them?
Yan Wu didn’t reply to Liu Ziyue’s letter, first of all because he didn’t feel like saying anything, and secondly because his rough, stiffened hands could no longer grasp his wife’s treasured gold pen. Since the day he signed his name and left prison, he hadn’t written a single word.
As Liu Ziyue had foreseen, the people that hurried back and forth past Yan Wu no longer tortured themselves with thoughts of his past or present. They were no longer ashamed or embarrassed to see him and no longer changed direction to avoid him on the street. Yan Wu was just another old man collecting rubbish. The research director didn’t know when but he stopped losing sleep.
But Yan Wu didn’t notice anything. He collected rubbish for a living – he was a labourer through and through.
Time shapes everything.
Loyal though she was, Yan Wu’s wife was saddened to see what had become of her man. After some years her depression became an illness, and one night, without so much of a word goodbye, she died.
Yan Wu didn’t arrange a funeral for her. He just sat quietly on the leather chair in his study and stared up at the ceiling, as if waiting for his wife to call him to dinner or wash his feet.
Yan Wu waited for three days. He waited until he had no breath left.
No one saw Yan Wu or the rubbish cart for a few days, which was very strange. His absence reminded them of his presence.
The research director unaccountably began to lose to sleep again.
Who was it that first discovered that they had passed away together, the old couple that lived in the small house by the wall?
Yan Wu and his wife didn’t have any children, so the research director took charge and arranged the burial. They also held a memorial service. At first he didn’t know how to write the eulogy, but after he had finished it didn’t seem so difficult.
The research director provided the portrait of the deceased, that photograph with “the Great Doctor Yan Wu” inscribed on the back. In the photograph he looked young, cocky, handsome. New students that went to the research building clicked their tongues in surprise. They had only ever seen him picking up cigarette butts.
The photograph reminded Yan Wu’s former colleagues of the man that had just returned from studying overseas in the late 1950s. He was arrogant, hot-tempered, dashing and energetic. He was a show-off, proud of his talent and insolent because of it. He was the youngest PhD. on the faculty, and the most arrogant.
The research director’s son heard the news and went to the memorial service. During the entire service he was the only one who shed any tears for Yan Wu.
There was no one to inherit Yan Wu’s property and the house was sealed shut. It remains shut to this day. Accommodation in the administration is in short supply but the house is still empty.
Many have shunned it on account of the sense of ill-fortune that weighs down on the place.
Some people have had ideas for the house and craned their necks to look through its windows and doors. Everything inside had grown mouldy, apart from a vase of asparagus fern on the bookcase that still flourished. After seeing inside they said that it was uninhabitable.
Some days after he died, Yan Wu’s red rubbish cart also disappeared.
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Qizhao: Lonely Island
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S
ome evenings I went out for a walk. Qizhao was well-known for its night market, which dated back centuries.
Laid out like a glittering, profane feast along the narrow alleyways, the market went on until the early hours, with stalls displaying every imaginable kind of food amid billowing, sooty smoke, a cacophony of shouts and honking car horns. Frying and barbecuing were never clean or healthy ways of cooking. Customers milled aimlessly around, perhaps because they had already eaten their fill or were stupefied by the hurly-burly, and the displays of super-abundance.
The ancient capital of Qizhao was like a great shipwreck. Rows of trestle tables, lit by naked light bulbs and covered in plastic table cloths, were littered with polystyrene boxes and disposable chopsticks. The customers drank, chatted and shouted raucously as they munched away, apparently unconcerned by the cheap, dirty tableware. The ground was covered with slops and food remains. I cut through the crowds, colliding with some, walking alongside others, as if carried along by a tidal wave. Lost in the fragments of a worldly dream.
This was the beating of an ancient heart, clamorous, surging, subtle, lithe. This city, defeated in battle, seemed to be enveloped in an endless, millennial drizzle. Its drenched citizens had come to accept life’s vicissitudes quite calmly. In a city which had frequently been inundated by floods down the years, it was normal for people to have lost their sense of purpose. They could only see what was in front of their eyes they had abandoned hope for the future.
Paradoxically, a hopeless, dilatory muddling-along existed side-by-side with a tenacious struggle for happiness. To keep a cool head when life was this chaotic was to grasp the essential impermanence of things.
The old town streets were unkempt but still had their charm. Their dusty, crowded pavements were lined with simple round tables at which people sat eating their evening meals – snails, braised fish and noodle dishes; big bowls heaped with glistening, vivid food. Street-side stalls were crammed in cheek-by-jowl, the ground covered with rubbish and awash with foul sludge. Old Hong Kong and Taiwan pop songs blared out from brightly-lit clothes shops. In the grocers’ bamboo baskets were displayed dried fruits, sunflower and watermelon seeds, peanuts and walnuts. Sausages which had not been sold during the day’s business were laid out on the butchers’ counters. They had a hard shine to them, like fruit in a still-life painting. I went down to the lake, whose waters twinkled here and there with reflected lights. A solitary tower block rose up on the opposite side, its outline scarring the inky-black sky.
I smoked a cigarette, then stood up and walked to the city walls. Some locals were playing badminton in the square or doing their exercises, children were playing games and old people gathered in groups. Lights fixed to the wall glared down on them. On the archway, a classical text was written in elegant, vigorous calligraphy.
I stood for a long time in the shadows watching them. I took a few photos, then left.
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Unable to sleep in the dawn hours, I opened the Qizhao City records.
After this ancient capital was bereft of its glory, it lost its power to move people and stir their imaginations. Lamenting its lost beauty, local scholars tried to recapture its soul in writing, in air-dried, concrete form. They recorded an entire era. Weaving, planting, pottery, religion, marriage, customs, society, culture, gardens, architecture, fashion, recipes… they left nothing out. Their writing was a fluid vehicle, with the properties of water and seeds. The Qizhao they reproduced in their works was like a boundless, formless ray of light, nebulous and unfathomable. I read over and over what they wrote about the Lantern Festival, the traditional city celebration that had long since vanished... to me, there was something dream-like about it.
Those texts in thrall to memories and fantasies brought a splendid festival to life again. The Lantern Festival was probably this city’s most impressive and glorious festival, a gigantic gathering to which everyone flocked, at which the powerful and the common alike enjoyed themselves, equal on this one occasion. The vitality of the festival transcended boundaries, and aroused joy and solemnity, emotions and desires. A festival could last three nights, or five, or even ten. Everybody made lanterns, went to look at the lanterns, floated lanterns, and racked their brains to create the most beautiful lanterns. There was joyful singing, dancing and games which went on all night as people feasted, intent only on enjoying themselves. Candles, fireworks, drums, a sea of lanterns, riddling and other games, lion dances, side-shows, colourful hordes of people surging to and fro, endlessly joking, making assignations and falling in love. It was not the assiduously-made lanterns people held in their hands, eyes and memories, but rather a sensation that individuals could grasp from the fleeting moment as it flashed by. A true feeling of existing, as fragile as the moment, existing for joyfulness, for abundance, for equality.
I was interested in the Lantern Festival because I had been brought up in a two-street town which, at least for a time, had developed only at a very leisurely pace. Thus my childhood memories still glimmered with the lanterns of the fifteenth day of the first lunar month. Glued paper lanterns played an important part in the ceremonies. They were carried down the residential streets in raucous, glittering parades. Small children would be given their own candle-lit lanterns by their parents, and the glow of the little flames suffused the atmosphere with an unworldly beauty. Leaping, joyful crowds surged through the night-time streets, with no one knowing where they were going or how long the candles would last. The lanterns were flimsy and their flames wavering and dim, but they brought something surreal to the scene. Like a collective prayer for good fortune. The reality we lived and what we hoped for were always different.
In Sun Yat-sen Park, there was a huge lantern, and lantern shows and riddling games. This was a real festival even if the standards of workmanship had become steadily more slapdash and crude as the years went by. A few decades later, the street lantern parades on the fifteenth day of the first lunar month were gone. There were no more humble, hand-made lanterns to be seen. Plastic, battery-powered lanterns, representing the last flickering remnants of this festival, had taken their place. The TV stations might host parties and performances touting China’s phony prosperity but the festival had finally lost all physical and emotional connection with ordinary people.
Is a festival which people are not involved in and have no enthusiasm for still a festival? Only in name. Like a huge skeleton stripped clean of flesh and sinews, all its vitality is lost. If individuals do not participate in any kind of ceremony, and do not feel it as part of their lives, it becomes hollow and fake.
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Qizhao back then had festivals and ceremonies all year round. The Lantern Festival was a party for the entire population – there were drummers and acrobats, singing and dancing all night long, a brilliant array of candles and so on… Then there was Qingming, the Dragon Boat Festival, the Double Ninth, the Double Seventh, and the Mid-Autumn Festival, all of which played an important role in people’s lives.
The records tell us much about the details of life in the city.
Food and drink sellers kept their utensils sparkling clean. These were transported on carts and shoulder poles and were delightfully ingenious. Great care went into the flavour of the food. Even the sellers of medicine and divination sticks were neatly-dressed. Street beggars were well-behaved, and excessive indolence was not allowed. All classes of society, every family, dressed with care and attention according to their status.
If you had new neighbours, you would lend them a few pots and pans, take them some of the local tea and suggest doing a bit of business. There were special people who went delivering tea in the neighbourhood and kept up-to-date on the local gossip, so that whenever any family suffered good or bad fortune, there would soon be a crowd of neighbours at their door.
If you had visited them even a couple of times, the big restaurants and the small wine shops would be prepared to lend you silverware worth hundreds of dollars. Even the poorest familes, if they came to drink with friends, had it supplied in silver pots. After an all-night drinking session, the restaurants would collect their silverware the next day. The generosity of those restaurants has never been surpassed.
In the wine shops, even if you were drinking alone, you would be served with silverware. And the snacks and vegetable side dishes were always delicate and clean.
If you were shopping and did not have enough money for your purchases, they would still give you what you had asked for.
In their daily lives, people paid great care to how their houses looked, arranging flowers, burning incense, preparing tea, hanging picture scrolls.
It is almost impossible to find such free and easy ways and such social harmony nowadays. The way silverware was used expressed extravagant generosity. All these ceremonies had a profound impact on the way society functioned; in their daily lives, people gained psychological support from many sources. Independence, abundance, lack of isolation, close links between the individual and the outside world, a deep respect for nature and for Heaven, led to people being respectful, modest, gentle, and self-disciplined. The objects they owned may have been a little primitive, but those people were filled with a pure, unchanging, rushing torrent of feelings and happiness.
It often made me ask myself what kind of a relationship a person could have with the times they lived in.
Could someone keep their distance by remaining aloof from social information, trends and opinions, by not reading the newspaper or watching TV? Of course not. Because the aspects of our lives that are controlled by society include the attractiveness and comfort of our homes, the cleanliness and healthiness of our food, family relationships and prosperity, harmony (or conflict) with our neighbours, our marriages, work, values, the education we receive, our ceremonies, even trivial things like the utensils we use on a daily basis, the quality of the water we drink, and the attractiveness of the clothes we wear.
The individual is insignificant; the times we live in can destroy and rebuild, and that is where their power lies. Our lives are directed by those times – the direction, the concepts, the quality and manner of the times shape the individual.
The most mundane things can affect our awareness of the metaphysical: whiling away the time by playing computer games on the subway, reading pirated copies of martial arts books, checking the news on a mobile phone. Ubiquitous, cheap, everyday products made with ugly materials. Sex and violence, and the money-obsessed media. Flashy-looking architecture. Inconvenient public facilities where no care has been given to its component parts. The abandoning of traditional culture and customs in our daily lives. The inflated vanity which comes with Western luxury goods, the loss of personal identity in a crowd. An obsession with entertainment, degraded artistic tastes, blind conformity. Alienation, coldness, selfishness and mistrust. Going for quantity rather than quality in food, so that we have lost natural flavours. The urban heat island effect, which has blurred our appreciation of the distinctions between the seasons…
What we have lost is incalculable.
There is no time to be idle or disoriented, lonely or hesitant. Instead, we live in dramatic, selfish, impulsive, overheated times. Life is a mad, reckless race. It is not boring, it is impoverished. This is not a poverty of material things, science and technology. It is the antithesis of wealth and power, a poverty of faith, of a vigorous guiding sense of justice, so that we simply cling numbly to life. Politics, religion, culture and thought can by their nature provide us with different kinds of faith but they are manipulated and deconstructed, and their truth is undermined, distorted and ignored.
The human spirit needs to be safeguarded with pure single-mindedness, not to be shaken to pieces by frailties and temptation.
So we face impoverished times.
Like modern Qizhao, a city that is stagnant and incapable of coping with transition.
Like me at this moment, a writer who is also besieged in a desolate place.
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My second winter is approaching. It takes more than a year to write a novel. I do not know how my life will develop after I leave Qizhao. There is no one stored in my mobile phone to whom I can pour out my heart, and no door in this city I can knock on. I am a failure, an island of loneliness. I have nothing, that is, apart from a stream of emails, now tailing off, from her in the folder I have just opened on my computer. When I put the final full stop to the story of Zhou Qingchang, I wrote a reply to this unknown reader.
I am writing a book in a city you have never been to. It’s called Qizhao. It’s in the north of China, and it’s an ancient, dead capital. I don’t imagine you would ever come here, the same way you will never go visit the springtime plum blossom again. We have no homes to go back to anymore, we just wander along roads to distant, unknown places.
I have read your story. I cannot guarantee that I am the only one to hold this secret. Just writing to me is a risk you take. One of the duties of a writer is to move around in the dark, secret recesses of the human heart. This is the only way to find a balance in the crunched-up world we live in.
I have finished the novel I’m working on. Tomorrow I leave Qizhao. I might go on a trip to India. I’ve always wanted to go there and now I ought to actually do it. Writing often makes me feel that the pace of life has slowed down and I become dilatory, lazy, and detached. Once I have finished writing, I can no longer find my place in the world. That’s the problem I face.
Everywhere there is phony prosperity and frenetic entertainment. I can only hide myself away in retreat. I will never be proud of my success. I feel these are not my times, these are not my stories. They are not yours either, nor the times of any of the people in my stories. How can we find ourselves? Only through the pursuit of love and truth.
There is a Weikong Pavilion in my novel too. I feel they must be everywhere. China has a host of repeated names of places, people and things, which lends it a strange sense of mystery. I love this area more than ever. As you grow to understand it – to understand the properties of any piece of land, unrestricted by boundaries and artificial elements – you find the culture of this place more affecting. I’m saying this because I know you won’t come back here.
I have also used your name and the name of the place. I believe our fates are subject to common laws, and no matter where we are on Earth, we may find other selves.
Thank you for bringing me these memories. Sharing adds substance to our lives. Goodbye.
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On the fragile and yellowing silk of the picture, “Boating at Qingming,” there is a cluster of fragile, minutely detailed buildings, like wooden building blocks, and a series of half-moon bridges rising up like rainbows, their lines in perfect equilibrium. The wooden boats shuttle up and down stream unloading heaps of best quality rice transported from the plains on the lower reaches of the Yangtse. The riverside tea and wine shops are bursting with customers enjoying themselves. People are working hard in the shops, crowds throng the streets and sideshow artists perform energetically to the applause of bystanders. Men and women of all ages, horses and palanquins – the streets bustle with activity. A tiny world of prosperity. Above all, this is a record of the negative side of this fleeting life, the hint that all human effort will be wiped out in the end.
Some people, however, have a serene, quiet, mild look in their eyes. They appeared oblivious, immersed in their work, quite contented. Their bearing is modest, energetic and vigorous. A feeling of being a drop of water in an ocean, of frailty confronting eternity. A beauty which makes us smile sadly, and is silently destroyed.
Emotions and individual existence have always been like this. When I finished writing the story of Zhou Qingchang, I had travelled through her life, travelled a dream of love whose tumults bore witness only to empty trivialities. The story is of fast-paced but empty times, telling the life of one minute individual.
Once I finished this book, I realised that every novel I had written was really the story of one person. So-called marginal people are all stubborn people, outsiders who do not fit in with the times in which they live. Only those who are not making their escapes will tackle the problems of life head-on. People who do not choose to enter into conjugal bliss are obviously suspect. I see them written out of history, and it seems like an inevitable ending.
One day at 10.45 in the morning, I went to Qizhao station and got on the train to Shanghai. It was a chilly, overcast day, threatening the first snowfall of the season. As usual, the train carriages were half-empty.
I had stuffed a thick bundle of paper into my suitcase, the draft of the novel, but I was still distracted by not knowing how Zhou Qingchang was going to end up. No one knew. I did not even know how I would end up. How many certainties could there be when frail flesh beats against iron walls? People say that when one is physically ill the heart can bear it; but distress of the heart is intolerable. I felt full of conflicts, my life was aimless and I had no place to hide. Where was I to go, who could I see, how would I continue to live? I was overwhelmed by the old doubts and negativity.
In the train toilet, I opened the window and let in a blast of cold air. My heart was pounding, as if a great black beast was prowling in it. I urgently needed a relationship with someone, I needed to talk, to feel their arms around me, to have them enter my body and spirit, to enter them, anything would make me feel better. I went to the contact list on my mobile and, with a trembling finger, scrolled through the names one by one, looking for someone to talk to. Most of the numbers were of editors, reporters, publishers, delivery companies, estate agents, food take-aways, theatres… even the phone numbers of mineral water suppliers and Amway cosmetics agents. Not a single person I could talk to.
I felt panicked, anxious, jittery, unable to settle, as if I was stuffed full of metal, wood, brambles, coal and rocks. For an moment, I lost it. I pulled the SIM card out of my mobile and threw it down the toilet, and flung the phone out of the window. As the train rocked and swayed, I made my way back to my seat, to where my neighbours dozed, and found myself bursting into tears. I slumped onto the seat and got a white plastic bottle out of my baggage. The doctor had given me sleeping pills, sedatives and anti-anxiety drugs, all of which supressed different parts of the central nervous system. Eight small, round, white pills. I put them all in my mouth and swallowed them down with water.
I have no idea how long I slept. I might even have been unconscious. I dreamed of Zhao Qingchang, the heroine of my novel. She was fourteen years old, dressed in a middle-school uniform – white blouse and blue skirt – and walking through a deserted tunnel. It was a long, dark tunnel, with bright light streaming in at the far end. Fragrant, pink oleandor trembled in the sunshine. The colours, the light, the smell, even the sound of her breathing and the vibration of her footsteps in the silence seemed extraordinarily intense, magnified countless times over. I could see the blood pumping through the veins in her neck, the throbbing of her heart, the teeming fear and determination in her body.
I saw her life at a glance. She said to me, I believe. I believe in love, just as I believe in truth. I believe in him just like believe in myself. I told myself in my dream, I must write this into the draft, I mustn’t forget. I also asked myself, where can I find my belief? How can I live without belief?
Then I woke up, bleary-eyed and with a splitting headache, to find I was lying along the train seat. The train had stopped and the carriage was deserted. A middle-aged attendant was sweeping up the rubbish nearby. When she realised I was there, she was first surprised, then furious. She started yelling, “Why haven’t you got off the train? What are you doing here? The train’s been in the station more than an hour!” I might have died and lain there undiscovered, I thought. Would she have lost her temper with a corpse lying on the train seat, and shouted at it, “Why haven’t you got off the train? What are you still doing here?! The train’s been in the station more than an hour!” But I was incapable of answering back in my groggy state, so all I did was shoulder my backpack and trod weightlessly off the train.
I walked down the empty platform, and the night-shrouded city seemed strange. A forest of tower blocks emerged from the damp southern mist, like an unlikely toy world, fictional and fragile. I had not died. I had survived. We could die at any moment, but it was hard to die easily. If we could leave this world just by lifting a finger, no doubt half the population would vanish. I had left Qizhao, but I had not found the way home.
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That winter I set off for India with one aim in mind – to see the pure white Taj Mahal. I had a naïve obsession with the Taj Mahal, which came from a film I had seen: a male reporter befriends a condemned female prisoner and tried to get her reprieved, but in the end she is executed by lethal injection. At the end of the film, the reporter goes alone, his pack on his back, to see the Taj Mahal. The building has some connection with the understanding between them and the confidences which they shared but I cannot remember the story-line, only that the reporter ends up going to the Taj Mahal because of an executed prisoner.
Subconsciously, I wanted to be like that man or that woman. We all hope that in this life we will form a close connection with another person, that we will be absorbed into the spirit and emotions of love, that for a time another soul will know us and keep us company, that there will ultimately be a promise which will be honoured. We cannot avoid being painfully afraid of loneliness in this sea of humanity. Even if we can keep our composure, we cannot deny in our heart of hearts that we hope either to rescue someone or to be rescued.
I beg you to imprint me in your heart, stamp me on your arm, because, as Ninon Lenclos said, “love is as strong as death.” It is almost impossible for love to become our faith. Humanity is pragmatic and greedy, heartless and fickle, finally reduced to illusions and stories. Anyone can make up the stories they tell themselves. Including me. Without stories, life is desolate.
I never got another email from her.
7
When my new book came out in the spring, I did not go to bookshops to see it. I’ve heard of authors who make regular visits to bookshops to see if their books are still selling and where they are displayed but I never have. Nor do I give my books away much. I do not like meeting my readers or discussing my books with people – and I do not care how people discuss my books.
The only time I spend on my books is in writing them. Once they are in circulation, I have nothing further to do with them. On their own, they become noisy and complicated, playing by the world’s rules, but at that point I waste no further time or energy on them. I don’t even care how successful they are. I only know that after they are published, I am left on my own, cleansed and empty. The meaning of a journey in the end lies not in outward objectives but in the inner process. In the same way, the focus of my attention as I write, my alertness, my feelings, every intense step along the way is really an exploration of my inner world.
I was aware that a stage in my life was ending and I needed to find a new way forward.
The invitation to give a talk happened to come at the right moment, so I agreed to go to Japan.
I had never given this sort of a lecture in China. I never got involved in the controversy surrounding my work – keeping my distance meant I could lead a relaxed life – and resisted being drawn into endless arguments about my writing. I had no energy or enthusiasm for it; it basically felt pointless. In time, these opinions, arguments and judgments would crumble… They were draining and exhausting, and were ultimately just a performance.
A literary trip to a country where I knew no one – I would just go for the journey. I expected the audience to be a bunch of book-loving housewives and the elderly, the sort you often see attending events in libraries. It was unlikely that any of them would know my writing but that was fine. They might at least be interested in an author for her own sake, not for the labels which had been stuck all over her.
I resisted the outside world because I felt few people spoke the truth. They lied, exaggerated and talked in jargon, hiding the emptiness in their hearts with mockery, were insincere or indulged in crude insults. They were incapable of talking truthfully, sincerely and with self-awareness. In an age of absurdity, we were played with, manipulated and duped by language, gradually losing our freedom and ability to act for ourselves. In a word, we lived in an age which frantically pinned labels on people and started controversies. It was not an age conducive to writing and reading in peace and rationality. Nor one in which one could live as an independent individual.
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In October I went to Japan. The cherry blossom season was past and the trees had not yet flamed up in their autumnal colours, but that did not matter. I had no particular interest in or love of natural scenery. Going to a foreign country, to unknown territory, was like leaping blindfold into an icy, limpid lake: it gave me the keenest sense of being alive.
It was a five-day trip, taking in Tokyo and Kyoto. Tokyo was very different from how I imagined it. The taxi took me to a kabuki theatre. We passed Ginza 4-chome and sped down Harumi-Dori. The streets outside the car window were thronged with people and I could see a forest of brightly-lit skyscrapers. It was something of a kaleidoscope, except that these were not fragments of paper and refracted light in a sealed tube, but human life, its frailty covered with a robust carapace. A city. Its bright, fresh flesh splayed out under the night sky. Grotesquely dazzling. A monstrous creature breathing enchantment. I stroked its glittering fur, feeling chill rays of light shining out of the darkness. At that moment, I felt no connection with its heart, bones, spirit and blood. Driving through its core was like stroking the tips of its hair.
I got there in time to see the last two acts of the evening’s three-act drama. To one side of the stage a row of men in Edo era costumes sat or knelt, playing ancient musical instruments – the bamboo flutes were especially beautiful – and chanting and singing in sonorous voices. The music, the costumes, the stage set and the dancing were all uniquely Japanese. The climax of the evening was a performance of fukusuke dolls. The stage filled with lions, peonies, butterflies, fans, gorgeous costumes in brilliant colours. The graceful posture and hand movements of the male lead, the succession of traditional musical instruments, the dream-like singing… it was all a feast for the senses. Then the audience erupted in prolonged applause. Ancient Japan, traditional Japan, still persisted.
Photography was not allowed, so photographs of the actors could be bought in a nearby photographic studio. There must have been over a hundred posed pictures on the walls, each one numbered so that you could tell them which one you wanted to buy. It was full of customers. I bought four prints. The assiduous training these actors undertook, this ancient traditional art, the spirit in which it was appreciated by its audiences, the separation it maintained from everyday life, made these people real idols. By contrast, cheap modern entertainment with its grotesquely packaged instant stars, here today, gone tomorrow, was nothing more than venality and waste.
The theatre was packed. In the audience were women in kimonos with their faces made-up and their hair coiled in a bun. During the performance they were quiet but there was an atmosphere of controlled elation in the air. They had rushed there carrying their bento boxes with them and ate their dinner in the interval. In China, people were similarly obsessed by the fabulous delicacy of Kunqu opera, but had few chances to see it. A few classical items from the repertoire were sometimes put on, but ticket prices were sky high and they were always performed the same way. Old editions were handed down through the generations. No doubt there was no need for innovation – and the ability to innovate had long since been lost. Kabuki was an ancient art but it retained an intimate connection with people’s lives, providing enjoyment and entertainment. The kabuki performances would go on till the end of the month with different musical pieces every day.
Then I went to Kyoto. It had a tranquil atmosphere which made it easy to relax. In an ancient temple with a superlative tiny courtyard, there was a book where someone had copied a Tao Yuanming poem in Kai script. The vertical lines read:
Mountain air is beautiful at dusk, flocks of birds fly homeward
Here lies true meaning, yet I cannot utter it in words.
I wondered whether the Qingyuan Temple on Qingyuan mountain was more dilapidated or had even been torn down. She had told me that the poem was written on the temple walls there too. At the foot of the wall, Christmas cactus and chrysanthemum flowers bloomed, and in the middle of the moss-covered courtyard there were pine and cypress trees. Between the lustrously gleaming dark-green holly leaves were perfectly round red berries. It was a plant I used to see near my home when I was a child.
There was not a soul in sight in the quiet back streets. The night air was cool and damp. A mesh of bare wires was strung between electricity poles overhead. Around midnight, a splendidly-dressed geisha brushed by me. Perhaps she had just finished a performance, she had a bundle in her hand and she was in a hurry. Her face was expressionless and she had a dejected air about her, or perhaps was a little drunk as she clattered past over the cobbled stones in her clogs. I could not help remembering the words of Lu Xun: We feel we are in a foreign country in Japan, yet it feels like old times too. And these old times coexist quite happily with modern Japan. They are not an illusion...
I am in no doubt that I want it. I want its continuity, its changing nature, its faint hint of ancient times. Even if it is in a foreign country, it still exists.
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I was due to leave after Sunday evening’s lecture in Kyoto.
It was raining that day. I got there early. I had a coffee in the library bar and took a look at the events room. It looked big enough to hold around three hundred people but, ten minutes before my lecture was due to start, there were only half-a-dozen people there. At the front on the far left sat a woman in a plain white shirt and grey, corduroy trousers and trainers. Her hair was long and parted down the middle. A black cotton jacket hung over the back of her chair. She sat bolt upright, unmoving, looking straight ahead. She had nothing to pass the time with, and was apparently just waiting for the event to start. For a fleeting moment, looking at her back, I was distracted into wondering what her face looked like…
I went to the washroom to rinse my face and comb my hair, and when I came out it was exactly 7.30pm. To my astonishment, the room had completely filled up in my absence. How had all these people appeared so speedily and punctually? I walked up to the stage and looked down on a sea of foreign faces, all of them strangers. The room fell silent and there was an air of expectation. I felt safe, and relaxed. All those eyes fixed on me, some smiling, some staring in concentration, expressed polite goodwill. I adjusted the microphone and began.
The content of my talk was simple enough: the relationship between writing and authentic human experience.
The mainstream literary world in China favoured grand topics such as rural life, the changing times and conflict. This was grandiose but safe writing. Anyone who wanted to write about themselves as an individual and their place in the world, on the other hand, necessarily had to get into city life, love, sex, their dark inner feelings, human secrets and confusion, and death. They had to expose their own existence, in all its beauty, truth, frailty, and dignity, as well as its failings, pettiness, impairments, imperfections.
If you were willing to write about your own attitudes and tell the truth, then you would end up revealing yourself to the outside world. There were no preconditions to writing but if you were writing about yourself, you had to be at the sharp edges of existence, going beyond common values, morality and convention. At the same time, we were all engulfed by the restless excitement of this speed-driven era. No individual could escape it. If you did not go forward you went backwards. If you tried to avoid going along with the common herd then you were regarded as a superannuated failure who had lost all values. You were isolated.
Anyone who tried to run counter to the times and the mass of the people would sooner or later pay the price.
The commercialized publishing world always needed to label writers. If, as a writer, you have labels forced on you, you have only two choices: to let others slap more and more labels on you, hide behind them or enthusiastically join in creating the labels. Or, two, go against the flow and peel off those labels one by one, until you revealed your real position. None of these categories, concepts or labels they were so crazy about, had anything to do with writing. The essence of writing was a cleansing process, a re-organization of individual life.
The primary function of writing affected only the writer him or herself. Only the writer knew that the book they had written was like a midnight prayer. No one else would ever know the power of its truth and its silence. More than a profession, writing was an instinct. An instinct just like getting out of bed in the morning, putting on your trainers and going for a run in the park, watching the purple morning glory flowers open in the dew, watching masses of worms emerging from the mud after rain. Flowers opening, insects breathing, the expression of one’s inner feelings, they were all of a kind.
Writing something down was constructing a world. It was an opportunity to give one’s inner feelings new life. It was also a way of passing the time. Writing was re-examining ones’ memory, spreading them out for a second time. Reflection doubled the time you had. People’s creativity re-installed life for them. Allowed it to be observed, inside and out, with great clarity: what one had, what was damaged, what one felt, saw and thought. You could dredge all this out of the surging spate, and hold it aloft.
Writing stemmed from the individual, yet it had the ordered rationality of all living things. It was like breathing, it was part of our bodies, but it was mute unless we were willing to focus on its existence.
If you ignored the immediacy of the moment, and lacked the writer’s well-spring of fertile, subtle expression and direct power, you would just be raving impotently about the past and the future. Earth-bound writing had no power or conviction. Reality was a great, muddy bog from which writing had to extricate itself. Otherwise it could never be beautiful and directed.
My writings were vocal, dangerous, confrontational, isolated, snide, damaged, but also influential and pervasive; they moved and connected people. They were not ornamental, no good for performances, eulogies or arguments. They embraced shades of light and darkness. They did not pass judgment. They had no limits.
My writings would end up as a gigantic, solitary, gorgeous, single-minded vaudeville of the spirit, like an old-time entertainer shinning up a single rope and disappearing into the clouds, leaving only a sea of upturned heads gaping from the earth below. Just one man’s solo frolic, his heart only truly visible once it had disappeared from this world.
That was more or less what I said. After forty minutes, there were questions from the audience. I was fully expecting that none of them would have read my mature work, so no one would know what to say. But it was nothing like that at all. They were really interested and they asked straightforward and realistic questions. The atmosphere suddenly became quite lively. Some of them asked questions in Chinese – they were students who had come here to study, and others had come from Osaka University to listen to my talk. It was a pretty good feeling to be with readers who had been following me for years, even though I knew it was a rare occurrence.
The event was due to last one and a half hours but went on for two. Finally, it drew to a close. I had been aware throughout of the woman sitting on the far left in the front row. She did not ask any questions, just kept staring at me fixedly and seriously. She had unusual features, with long narrow eyes, a high, broad forehead and thick eyebrows. Her narrow, sharply defined face was dotted with small black moles. The audience gradually left but she still stood there, waiting silently in the corner. Finally, when a member of staff went over and enquired if she was waiting for me to sign her book, she approached me and said: “I was waiting for you.”
Round her neck, a white-jade pendant and a dog’s tooth hung on a red cord. She had a husky, rather melancholy voice, very striking. I felt myself responding to it. “Xinde,” I said.
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It was gone ten o’clock at night but the cold, damp streets of the brightly-lit business district were still thronged with people. Tokyo was a city that never slept but there was more space and stillness in Kyoto. The city had preserved its ancient part by allowing no more development. The lanterns in the alleys, the umbrellas, the cobbled streets, the advertisements and the sounds of polite goodbyes sometimes made you wonder where you were. Xinde led me along through the rain and I saw a street sign which read “Pontochō,” Kyoto’s geisha district.
We arrived at a small restaurant serving local food, hidden away at the end of a long, winding alley. A gigantic and beautiful fish, I do not know what kind, hung at the entrance, emitting a pungent smell. We pulled back the dark blue door curtain and went in. The small, clean room was full of locals having their dinner. Big bottles of Japanese liquor sat on the counter which enclosed the cooking area. The young cook made the tempura before our eyes, put spring water and rice grains into a pot to cook, and grilled the fish and beef. There was none of the smoke and flames usual in kitchens, just an atmosphere of meticulous care being taken in the preparation and enjoyment of the food. The bar-style counter held rows of home-cooked, cold dishes such as radish, aubergine, small fishes and potatoes, from which the waiters would fill small saucers and serve them to guests.
She had booked in advance and we had two places near the bar. An array of beautifully-arranged cold snacks was put in front of us. The portions were small, but just right. We ate the snacks and drank, and in due course, the kitchen sent a procession of dishes our way – grilled fish, beancurd in soup, vegetables and raw fish slices. The staff chatted with the customers. Dominating proceedings was a middle-aged woman in a kimono, with her hair in a bun. She chatted and smiled so naturally, we might have been guests in her home. I felt completely relaxed and at ease in an atmosphere like this. Xinde made the orders in her basic Japanese.
“What are you doing in Kyoto?” I asked.
“I heard you were giving a talk so I flew over here. I know you don’t go abroad much. It wasn’t that I was curious. I just wanted to meet you… I’ve heard people say your writing is a poisonous narcotic, and your sales are so high you can’t be a serious writer… but I don’t care if that’s true or not. I naturally go for writers whom readers are suspicious of. They arouse strong passions.” She gave a slight smile.
“…”
“With all that fuss, will you stop writing some day?”
“No. Expression is my duty.”
“Will you leave the place where you are?”
“I don’t feel as if I’m based in a distinct place with boundaries. I could go anywhere. Or not.”
I fell silent to discourage any more talk. I disliked talking about my troubles even when the questions were being asked out of kindness. There was a delicate pause. I found social chit-chat difficult; I was not someone who could quickly make friends over a cheery drink. But the silences between us were full of meaning. We were utter strangers, but even so, our hearts had been entangled once. I had never imagined actually meeting her. One, because she was a drifter who would never come back to China and, two, because she had a colourful history, the beautiful parts of which had seemed out of this world, in fact, a complete fabrication. And now this woman had turned up here. She was not good-looking and her personality seemed anything but vivacious. She was like someone who had trodden many paths and took everything in her stride. She had a keen gaze. And she was the kind of woman with a story which you would never find out if you’d only met her a couple of times.
You never properly meet anyone unless you tell them everything and listen to everything they say in return. Investing in emotions and history demands of us huge courage, and the right opportunity. She was a woman of 31. In the picture I had seen, she was still a five-year-old with her adoptive mother in Luang Prabang, Laos. It was hard to imagine that the stories in her emails had happened to this woman. I still believe that when the imagined becomes reality, it never measures up. But at least it opens up new possibilities for that reality.
For instance, right now, there we were in a foreign restaurant clinking glasses and downing our sake. Sake is comforting and relaxing. And it makes people want to talk. I said to her, I was actually only bothered about one thing now, and that was, how would the last person on earth face their own death. So I no longer bothered with fantasies and wishful thinking. I sometimes read religious scripture, philosophical treatises and other old texts, which I hoped would give me clues to the questions that perplexed me.
“And what do you feel now?”
“That we should cram as much into our lives as possible. Creative and manual work, searching for perfection, for knowledge, loving and being loved, going to faraway places. I should write a will. I don’t want my ashes sprinkled in the sea because I do not like vast bodies of water. I would rather they were scattered in a bare mountain valley to mingle with wild plant roots. I do not want any phony comments about me, I prefer there be no news at all.”
“That won’t necessarily happen. If you leave any books behind you, if anyone has copies, then people will evaluate them.”
“Everything material in this life is blown away like so much dust in the end. People’s opinions are even more worthless. We are born onto this earth from a human body and we have tasks to perform. All of it in the end is filtered and judged by a transcendent power.”
“You must feel very distant from the world.”
“No. I accept and love every minute as I live it. Including now.”
Sake takes time to kick in but it is powerful stuff and the effects stay with you.
Very soon I felt a glow of warmth and my face flamed. Xinde did not look any different. She could obviously handle her drink. We tried half a dozen Japanese liquors. They had unusual names, like Chrysanthemum Lady, Heron Lady, Austere Beauty and Fair Weather Tiller… The kanji were beautiful, and you could choose your drink by which characters you liked best. Everything we ate was labelled with where and when it was made – that was the custom here. The liquor seemed all the more mellow because I was with someone who got pleasure from drinking. Each one was different: some were fiery from the first cup, but you could drink three or four cups of others without feeling tipsy.
I don’t know why but, although we didn’t talk much, we were completely open with each other. There were bursts of conversation, followed by silent interludes when we sat side-by-side, sipping our wine. The atmosphere was as tranquil as a stream chuckling through a mountain valley in the moonlight. We went on drinking until past two in the morning. The rain had stopped, there were few people about and the air felt fresh and clean.
I asked her what she was going to do. Walk back to the hotel with you, she said.
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My hotel was near the station. It was a long way but we had trainers on and could walk quickly. We were comfortably warmed by the liquor we had drunk and we kept up a steady pace through the rain-cooled streets, across a few darkened intersections, past temples with their faintly-glimmering lanterns and a 24-hour convenience store. At that point, I suggested we take a break and went in to buy a pack of cigarettes and two cartons of hot matcha.
She stood in the shop looking around. There was a poster on the wall of a classical performance by a National Treasure. The shakuhachi piece was “Plum Branch on Moon Mountain.” Fifteen years ago, she said, Qin Yao had played that music for her. Japanese musicians still had collections of tunes. “Do you remember the tune?” I asked. “I never heard it again,” she answered, “so I’ve forgotten it now. That’s the way my life has gone too. As a child, I led a lovely, sheltered life. Now I’m an adult, it’s become commonplace and degenerate but I know that’s Being-in-the-World, if not here, then on the other side.”
We stood in the street, drinking our tea and smoking. An hour and a half later, after a very long walk, we were finally back at the hotel.
At the door, I looked at her again. I could see from her expression that she wanted to stay.
We went up in the lift and down the corridor. My Japanese interpreter was asleep in the room next to mine. I opened my door. Japanese hotel rooms were small, but I had adapted to her presence by now. She had been brought up by a foster mother who took her around all over the place, and she gave the impression of being both self-contained and mobile, quietly occupying the physical space she was in without getting in anyone’s way. She had an intuitive sensitivity and self-control within the confines of that space. She took off her overcoat and moved about the room. Then, without any further preamble, she took off her white shirt and cord trousers and stood in her black lace underwear. She was sturdily-built, maybe because she had spent so long travelling around and doing manual work. She also had a pretty, slender figure, dusky skin, full breasts and muscular calves. “I’m going to take a shower,” she said.
I could hear the shower in the bathroom. I wasn’t sure what to do. I walked over to the window and opened it, looking down at the dark, empty streets of this foreign city. Everything was falling into a deep sleep which contained the city’s secrets within it. I took out a cigarette and my lighter and lit up again.
I turned off the lights, had a wash in the darkened room, felt my way to the bed and lay down. The woman, lying at my back, reached out and tentatively caressed my neck, face and hair. Her hand made gentle circular movements. This was a butterfly sipping the morning dew from the centre of a rose blossom, ready to fly off in alarm if anything came close. The jade pendant and the dog’s tooth on the red cord around her neck jingled faintly against my shoulder. I silently felt her advance, the jerky muscle movements smoothing out, moment by moment. It was a process of getting close and familiar.
She must have felt I was stiff and uneasy, but she seemed to know what to do. “I want you to listen to this tune,” she said and so, side by side in the darkness, we lay on our backs and she got out her mobile and we took one ear-piece each. The light from its blue screen shone faintly in the dark. Seikin Tomiyama played and sang into my ear, and Xinde translated for me.
Wipe off the petals, brush away the powdered snow, dress in long, light sleeves. It’s all so far in the past, will the people I am waiting for wait so long for me? Mandarin drakes flap their wings, troubled thoughts make us weep. Bird calls in the cold. Such is destiny. At midnight, the heart, the bell, are far away. Those who hear are desolate and, one after another, give up the fight. Faces stream with tears. The impermanence of life must be endured, those who love are deep in sin. The fire of boundless sorrow consumes the belly. Leave the floating world, the moon, the breeze, keep company with the mountain laurel.
The ancient music of a foreign land. The sombre power of the shamisen, the mournful tones of the singer, the old man’s grating, rough voice, combined to give an impression of extraordinary beauty. The sound of the instrument vibrated in the atmosphere and resonated in my head too. I had heard these familiar words so many times. Or rather, everything in this world was interconnected. We could always find something or some person we were connected to.
“My mother loved this song,” she told me. “She would play it over and over when she was clearing up the workshop. I knew it so well I came to believe later on that people who believe in emotion pay too high a price. I’ll never be a convert to that.”
“So why are you so fixated on physical love? Why do you want to make love with a stranger?”
“I feel the body and sensual desire are healthy, pure and intimate. Their essence is in giving and receiving. Sometimes emotions and fantasies hem us in. They’re a great obstacle, the only real difficulty. Our bodies are true and what they want is simple – they’re beautiful and ugly, they’re easily corrupted. Emotions can be our salvation but they can be deadly too. Plus there’s another problem.” Xinde put her arms around my shoulders and, pressing her mouth against my ear, whispered. “Do you know what love is in this world? If you don’t, then how can you look for it? Everything is transforming and shattering. Just now, what can you hide behind? What can you rely on?”
“All I know is, I haven’t had a partner for a very long time,” I said. “I haven’t made love, but I’ve survived. Not having love and sex doesn’t kill us. It is only impermanence and hopelessness which kill us.”
“What kind of an ending will Qingchang have? Where will she end up? Often your books leave everything vague, contradictory, open-ended. But I accept that. I know that, if we don’t get the opportunity to overcome things in life, there’s no understanding. So finally, gradually, we go quiet, unwilling to talk or, if we do, we’re unclear, we don’t get anywhere. The only way to go is towards our own ending, to approach it. In other words, even with death, we can’t stop looking for the opportunity to overcome it. That’s the only way to get there.”
“But there’s nothing I can say to you right now,” she went on. “I just wanted to meet you, to make contact with you, to embrace and respond to you. To love and be loved by you, to take out the seeds of death which lie hidden within us. I’ve been waiting for a moment like this, not only with you, with anyone. In the cold, unloving light of day, all we can do is hide our pain. And that lasts for too long in our short lives.”
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She was telling me stories. And I was someone who wrote stories for other people. I wondered why I was letting her be like this with me. How did she get my permission? It must have been something each of us had always wanted. In an unknown city in a foreign country. In a speeding train. I remembered scrolling through the address book on my mobile phone with a trembling finger. I remember the stream of pills falling from the bottle into my palm. Then, I had wanted to love, or to be loved, by him or by her.
This naked stranger put her arms around me again and pressed her face to my shoulder, planting kisses down my vertebrae, one by one, her lips cool and soft, with practised sureness. Her long, thick hair smelled of magnolia mixed with a faint, unwashed smell of sweat. She had said that she and Zhenliang liked magnolia, which grew all over the garden. Its perfume carried with it a hint of cool indifference which faded with time. I turned away, trying to avoid her eyes. She lay on top of me, stubbornly pressing closer, kissing and caressing me, entwining her body with mine. Her head slowly moved downwards, trying to set my body on fire with new life. A wave of unfocussed grief flooded over me, rising up until my chest shook with it. An intense loneliness filled the cracks between our two bodies.
The flesh was our only salvation now. How could we love if not with this humble flesh, if not by mixing real loneliness, if not by baring our frailty and our innocence to each other, if not by giving each other life’s deep joys and sorrows?
I decided to let it happen. I turned back and bent down, sucking hard at the skin at the side of her neck and feeling the vibration of a sturdy vein and the pulsing of her blood. My efforts made her tremble, a moan come from deep in her throat. I explored the curves of her body, her soft cavities, her hidden passages. I explored the unfathomable grief hidden in her flesh. I tried to communicate with it, to exist with it at a specific moment in time. I wanted our wide-open bodies to fuse so that finally all the boundaries between us would disappear.
We did not talk. The only sound in the room was the tidal rise and fall of our breathing. Sounds of pain or pleasure popped from us, like the seeds of withered autumnal fruit dropping into the mud to germinate, then falling into the silence of dissolving, expanding flesh. This silence was like moonlight at midnight, distant oceans, cut-off mountain valleys, the embraces of separated lovers in a world annihilated. Swelling, blooming, intoxicating, the taste on our lips of a musky tang, salty sweat sucked from each other’s backs, our skin emitting a faint glow in the darkness, the ever-fainter smell of magnolia forced into the air by heat and vapour.
Her long hair was a damp tangle. As she began to shudder, I seized a thick hank of it and twisted it together, forcing it into her mouth so that she choked and orgasmed, and clutched my shoulders and let out a cry like tearing silk.
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Where would she go? And where would I go? Who would we love and take as our companions? Or would we roam the world alone and lonely until we died? These questions would remain unanswered until the body finally arrived at serenity and forgetting.
Right now, we were people who confronted the world with our questions.
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I do not know when she left the hotel room. When I woke up, she was gone.
I turned on the bedside light. It was five o’clock in the morning. On the pillow was a folded piece of paper which looked like she had kept it for a long time. It was a sketch. A remote mountain village, an unbroken chain of mountains hidden in a beautiful, peaceful landscape. A winding, fast-flowing river encircling the village. Wooden structures rising layer upon layer as if imitating the form of the mountains. An expanse of terraced fields up and down the slopes, dotted with ponds covered with lotus blooms. Stark against the horizon, an unbroken chain of mountains. Someone’s birthplace disappearing into the face of the earth.
Perhaps this was her way of leaving without saying goodbye. Like the vanished birthplace, there was no way back, no need to come back. She would throw the ring into a vast expanse of lake, leave her real relatives behind in some corner of a little town in the southern hemisphere. She would seek her blood ties in mountain fastnesses, bequeathing Zhenliang’s sketch to a complete stranger. She would do anything to find the proof. She would rid herself of all mental and physical burdens and doubts, would not retrace her steps. Minute clues would be the only proof that she had existed in this world.
On the back of the sketch, there was some handwriting, a verse of an Yves Bonnefoy poem she must have copied down when she was a girl at school in London.
The castle that you were I’ll call desert,
This voice – night, your face – absence
And when you fall to the barren earth
I’ll call the lightning which brought you, nothingness.
A powerful emotion: sincere, pure, ardent, resolute. Even if the emotion had gone, we could keep looking for belief, because we had not abandoned doubting and doing. Doubting and doing emerged, caught fire and flamed up; only Death could load their embers onto the ferry and cross to the other side. It was as if, even if I never saw her again, the puzzle of eternal life had gained the two of us a continuing silent existence in some unknown corner of this vast world. Searching, exploring, world without end.
I re-folded the note, stuffed it under my pillow and turned off the light again. I do not know why but my body felt lifeless, I felt empty, my memories had been wiped. My innermost being felt completely enlightened, but I had no desire to wake up and think or act. Right now, all I wanted to do was to sleep the hours away in this foreign hotel. The world might be destroyed tomorrow; perhaps, even at the moment of destruction, human hearts might still harbour ruin. Maybe tomorrow would never come. But when it did come, all I hoped for was to live my life the way I wanted.
And so, in the ancient capital of this foreign country, as the misty morning lightened, I was left alone in my room, solitary as ever. I slept again.
Translated by Nicky Harman
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er father has a heavy accent. This has become the most acute sign of his person: unless he speaks, it is as though he is not present, whereas if he does all eyes are drawn to him. His intense consciousness of his regional dialect invites compassion, as does the great effort he makes in secret, trying to improve his accent into a different strain, standard Chinese or the Nanjing dialect, for instance. Yet an accent is not a seasoning, and mixing several together does not augment the flavor as with food, but instead produces a bizarre mutation. Her father’s struggle over subtle points of pronunciation results in the opposite of what he intends, amplifying his accent and attracting disagreeable attention to his trembling lips, while the substance of what he has said is overlooked time and again.
Accents seem to be like skin color: although humanists say there is no distinction between superior and inferior, in reality a language indirectly suggests personality and disposition. Shanghainese, Northeastern Chinese, Sichuanese, and the Beijing dialect… need I go on? A rural accent follows a man like a shadow follows his body, it cannot be altered… This was perhaps one of the reasons for her father’s whole disenchanted life. He lacked self-confidence and had no sense of humor, much less an authoritative or domineering manner. In public her father was stiff and cautious, while at home he was dull and ordinary, most often sitting by himself, continuously drilling his pronunciation in secret.
By the time she reached adulthood, Mei Xiaomei no longer complained about having such a father, and she even slowly came to appreciate the advantages, which at the very least included those three years after she had turned twenty-eight and still had not found someone to marry: an unsuccessful father goes relatively easy on you.
Her father also sometimes vomited. At first it seemed to happen irregularly, so Mei Xiaomei did not pay a great deal of attention. His vomiting would flare up at the worst possible times, for example, when Mei Xiaomei brought classmates home for a party, or when they were at the department store picking out a color television, or taking relatives from out of town to catch their train. Her father suddenly covered his mouth and ran swiftly toward the nearest bathroom or the trees at the side of the road, impatient yellow and brown bile flowing through the cracks between his fingers so that he had to squat down, holding onto a door frame or the curbstones in an ugly posture, head stretched fully forward, weakly vomiting like he was carsick. Concerned acquaintances and friends surrounded him to offer assistance, disguising their confusion and disgust. He anxiously waved an outstretched arm to show there was no need for alarm. His hand moved limply back and forth in the space between their legs.
Slowly Mei Xiaomei gathered that her father vomited “when something was about to happen, when a decision was necessary, when something was likely to go wrong,” like people who feel the urge to urinate when they are anxious or upset. Both are ways of relieving nervousness, but having an urgent bladder seems somehow acceptable, while vomiting is a loss of face.
At “the wedding,” by which Mei Xiaomei meant her own wedding, to be held on some date in the future, her father would surely vomit. Would it be when she accepted the diamond ring from her bridegroom? When she and the groom bowed to each other? After she pulled down the curtains of their bridal chamber? Yellow-brown bile suddenly spewing across the finely dressed relatives who had travelled so far for the wedding, across classmates, work colleagues, the master of ceremonies, the crowd of people gathered to watch the festivities, a half-digested meal blooming like a fireworks display. A father’s wedding gift to his daughter.
The minimum condition for the bridegroom she sought was: he must not turn red or furrow his brow at her father’s untimely vomiting, and instead he ought to smile as if receiving a mysterious gift, a glad and slightly curious smile – this was a small demand, a necessary requirement. For the past fifty years, her father had been subjected to all too many signs of derision from the people around him, but those signs absolutely must not come from her future bridegroom.
Aside from her father, she had two additional gifts for her future husband, a mother and a grandaunt who were enough to make anyone scream in secret. Given these three members of her family, any man who was willing to marry Mei Xiaomei, Mei Xiaomei was willing to accept.
Of course Mei Xiaomei did not mean to avoid her duty to marry. Her lack of someone to marry, the fatal reason for her wedding being so unreachably distant, could not be directly blamed on her father, mother, and grandaunt. It was just – how to put it – every time she met someone of the opposite sex who might become her partner, she only needed to think of these three family members and, without really knowing why, she suddenly lost interest in flirting or welcoming overtures. She knew she might be wasting her time for nothing. It was hard to find a man exactly suited to her and her family. It was not that the men she met were too ordinary or too remarkable; they were simply not suitable.
In life, the precise meaning of “suitable,” like the meaning of “zen,” is difficult to express clearly.
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Before she turned twenty-eight, she had been in love, or at least had been loved. Yet all that had died away. People are like flowers, which go through a brief period when they are greatly attractive to bees and butterflies, and even ordinary girls will have heartfelt admirers to pursue them, whether out of lust or the force of circumstance.
There was one of these from whom Mei Xiaomei had received a number of kisses. This other party caressed her as he kissed her, pressing against her body rhythmically, the movements below his waist fumbling toward intercourse. Reaching this level of contact, Mei Xiaomei believed, was only a step away from marriage. So she brought him home. By the logic of Chinese ethics, bringing someone home to meet one’s parents marked a particular stage in a relationship: the family interview.
Her father’s performance was excellent. He was careful not to speak very much, so that he appeared reserved and subtle. Her mother bustled around the kitchen like the model of a dutiful housewife, emerging once in a while to keep an eye on them. The only person actually keeping their visitor company was Mei Xiaomei’s grandaunt.
This grandaunt was sixty-eight but she was in good health, aside from her constipation. Elderly people pay special attention to the difficulties of age, illness, and death, and this constipation was the greatest concern of her life. In general people also make a habit of talking to other people about the most significant problem they face, for example, young girls seek out advice for treating acne, and businessmen discuss the circulation of capital. Her grandaunt’s talking with their guest about excretion was therefore quite normal.
She asked the visitor, “How many times a day do you shit?”
Mei Xiaomei was peeling a banana for him. Her father sat in the sofa, holding a newspaper like a stage prop. Neither she nor her father realized there was anything inappropriate in the old woman’s way of making small talk.
Her grandaunt suffered from year-round constipation, a most typical and stubborn case. At times she did not go to the bathroom for an entire week. Without being the party concerned, one could not possibly comprehend the torment of this hidden disease, but as her family they felt as though they had experienced it themselves through the old woman’s sustained descriptions and complaints. Conversations with her took defecation as their core. Every evening on returning home from work, they would considerately ask after the old woman’s health: “Did it come out?” Supposing the answer was yes, the whole family would be happy for her, if not, they would invent some consolation, praying that tomorrow would bring the arrival of better news.
How could Mei Xiaomei and her father know the impropriety of a subject they talked about daily? They briefly raised their heads, looking at their guest, waiting for his reply – following the common pattern of coordinated respect for a shift in the topic of conversation.
The visitor maintained his composure as he put down the banana he was about to bite into, then after a moment of uncertainty: “I… once a day...”
“Very good.” Her grandaunt heaved a sigh of relief, then continued with another question. “In the morning or in the evening?”
“No, it’s… in the middle of the day.” He turned and looked at Mei Xiaomei, seeking explanation or support from the woman who might become his wife. The latter was oblivious, and responded only with a polite smile and a look of respectful interest.
“Oh, no. The middle of the day is no good… The best time is early in the morning, on an empty stomach, after a large glass of warm water, twenty-two degrees is best. It will become a habit, like a conditioned reflex, and if you don’t have the urge to go you can press on the lower part of your stomach where it bulges out, press down with two fingers and push at the same time…”
Mei Xiaomei’s grandaunt began to talk about the science of defecation. This was a subject she followed with close attention, gathering voluminous data, recipes, and health care advice. Yet the more theory she gathered, the more disappointing the results were, which seemed to have a universally symbolic significance – just as it was with people who track the real estate market over long periods of time, or calculate lottery ticket numbers every day, or study childcare literature obsessively. In life there are countless types like this grandaunt, ranging from professors to housewives, who crave theoretical knowledge. But the end results, I fear, are always the same as with this case of constipation: they are different paths leading to a single destination.
The visitor’s complexion changed by degrees. He was not so much astonished by what the old woman was asking as he was shocked by Mei Xiaomei and her father (and even Mei Xiaomei’s mother on her occasional excursions from the kitchen) acting as if this was nothing out of the ordinary. They uniformly regarded this topic of conversation as normal. And that truly was a little abnormal.
In this way, even the banana Mei Xiaomei had peeled with her own hands went uneaten. He abruptly pulled out his cell phone and glanced at it: “Oh no, a message… I’m sorry, there’s an urgent issue at work, this is really unfortunate… I should go.”
Once he left, he never returned.
The same thing happened a second time. Only then did Xiaomei have a sudden, belated realization. They were frightened off by her grandaunt’s talk of shitting. This humorless, mediocre generation of men! Could chatting with an elderly woman about constipation really be so awful? Was it enough to send a potentially happy marriage up in smoke? At that time Mei Xiaomei was still in that stage of fragrant pollination, with a virgin’s blind self-confidence, to the point of believing a conversation with her grandaunt could be used as a testing procedure: a man was either qualified to be her husband, or he was not.
Her mother would not let it go. She had been very pleased with both of the young men. She seized on these highly typical incidents as grounds to start a feeble quarrel with the old woman under the cover of a false peace, as when diplomatic notes are presented between unfriendly nations. (The grandaunt was Mei Xiaomei’s father’s aunt, so grandaunt and mother were like mother-in-law and daughter-in-law to each other, which has never been a genuine or harmonious relationship.)
“Why did you have to bring that up? The first time someone comes to visit, when he’s eating fruit and drinking tea… It was such a good thing, they were fine young men, and both times it was a total failure.”
“What did I bring up?” Her grandaunt pretended not to understand.
The entire time you kept on talking about shitting.
“What’s wrong with shitting?” Her grandaunt blinked her eyes inside their layers of encircling wrinkles, with unnecessary cunning. In lonesome old age, controversy must seem a profitable diversion.
“Shitting… there’s nothing wrong with it, but these young men, they’re just not used to it –”
“Not used to shitting? What else is there to say? Who doesn’t need to shit?” The old woman was pleased with herself, thinking she had gained the upper hand.
But now Xiaomei is single again… Her mother muttered, at the same time looking to Mei Xiaomei’s father, who was still holding up his newspaper. He could read an evening paper for an entire evening as he waited for dinner, watched television, spoke with his aunt, or listened to his wife’s scolding. He raised his newspaper continuously in both hands, and at any moment he could wrap himself in it like a safe, invisible hot air balloon.
Mei Xiaomei did not want to listen to them argue about her, so she walked away and stood in front of one of the windows, looking out on a scene of disorder and confusion.
They lived in the northern part of the city. It was not one of those old city districts in the process of large-scale renovation, nor one of the new ones that enjoyed government favor. Their district was inhabited by outsiders. It was an area of factories, mines, power stations, logistics centers, and one long street strewn with automobile parts. A few scattered nameless hills lacking in vegetation and scenery had been turned into illegal quarries. From the beginning this district had lacked planning and care, and instead it developed in whatever direction it chose, wantonly, with some areas expanding into giant depots of shipping containers stacked so high you could not see the top, and others cramped with buildings set as closely together as a child’s building blocks. The roads were often crooked, their names makeshift and unappealing: Electronics Road, Second Exchange, Gathering Place.
Seeing the dingy colors visible from the windows of the house, you might doubt whether this was part of Nanjing at all. Inside the house the illusion was much the same. At home they spoke the Dongba dialect, ate traditional Dongba food, and her grandaunt only wore clothing she had brought from their village more than ten years before. On the first day of summer, they ate eggs. On the sixth day of the sixth lunar month, they wrapped dumplings. On the eighth day of the twelfth month, they ate laba porridge sprinkled with kidney beans, cowpeas, and peanuts.
They did not have any close relatives in Nanjing. Her father had arrived here along with the relocated munitions factory, like a radish plucked from the muddy soil. He was unsociable by nature and worried constantly about the disdain of the locals, so the friends he did visit from time to time were inevitably from his village and were even more awkward than he. In general they were inconsiderate of each other, and they seldom ate meals or drank together. When one of them encountered a worrisome problem or an embarrassing difficulty, they would sit together and sigh, intoning soothing words in the dialect of their hometown. Yet it ended at this, because of their limited ability to offer any practical help.
Her mother’s temperament was livelier than her father’s. She chatted garrulously with women from the other families when they were not working, and she had quickly made friends with a few housewives like herself. They would discuss the price of vegetables that day and a few pieces of obsolete news from their hometown, and sometimes they went to the larger markets to buy clothes, shoes, and socks. These friendships seemed perfectly satisfactory.
Viewing the family as a whole, it was clear their pool of acquaintances was extremely limited, always revolving around this circle of fellow villagers, rotating among these simple, inarticulate men and their wives. Her family seemed to live within a fixed scene, in a small box, cut off from the enormous bright city, looking at it from a distance.
The reason why Mei Xiaomei’s wedding appeared to have run aground most likely bore some relation to this intangible box. She did not have many opportunities to meet men. She was unlike her female classmates, who always had some son of a family friend, a godmother’s student, daddy’s old army friend’s nephew, or a neighbor’s younger cousin among their candidates.
Perhaps it also had something to do with her job. She was a proofreader at a newspaper, and worked the night shift year round. One of her coworkers was a retired editor, an elderly man. The other position was irregularly staffed, rotating between personnel who had been eliminated from other positions and were awaiting new assignments, relatives filling in, students working while at university, etc. The atmosphere in the proofreading office was oppressive and dreary. They all buried their heads in their work, with the aim of leaving early and hurrying home to make up for a lost night of sleep inside their folded quilts.
Mei Xiaomei rocked back and forth in her seat on the five a.m. predawn bus bound for her dismal northern district. The people surrounding her were returning from the night shift, their faces withered and yellow, their expressions weary. Even a fortuitous encounter on a public bus was an impossibility. Mei Xiaomei returned to her box.
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Her sleep after the night shift was always muddled, heavy but easily broken. Outside the sky gradually brightened. She heard steps moving around, her grandaunt’s loud exertions in the bathroom, her father softly coughing, her mother closing the door on her way out to buy groceries.
After a period of extended quiet, Mei Xiaomei seemed to fall asleep in earnest. Awaking afresh, she heard her mother in their small living room muttering to herself as she worked on the accounts.
Her mother was extremely fond of account keeping and took an active interest in the prices of all kinds of merchandise. With the aid of an ancient abacus that was missing several of its beads, she kept a detailed record of each item of expenditure and income in their daily lives. When the fen was still in use, she was able to calculate precisely to the penny. At present, what a pity, even the supermarkets rounded their figures to the ten, and she could only calculate to the jiao.
Income was as simple as could be. There were only her husband’s wages, Mei Xiaomei’s room and board, and her own little bit of pension. Every month those three or four lines, and beyond this the odd several kuai acquired by selling old newspapers and bottles. But expenditures were no end of trouble, with a long string of them to record every day. On returning home from the early market, she would sit in the small poorly-lit living room remembering each and every meticulous detail: vegetable sprouts 1.5, tailbone meat 9.3, ginger 0.8, laundry detergent 8.9, and so on. If she had gone to the supermarket, the minute details of the receipts also required transcribing. Next she would figure out the sum of the day’s expenses and subtract it from the day’s spending money to fill in the last column, which was equivalent to an accountant’s “surplus.” Turning her purse inside out, she would check the change that spilled out against the surplus on the paper. Balanced. Her heart filled with satisfaction, her expression grew serene. A most perfect start to the day.
Swish. Her mother closed the notebook and set the ancient abacus upright in a corner. By this time Mei Xiaomei was completely awake, and at the sound unhappiness and desperation overwhelmed her.
Years of her mother’s account books were tied into bundles and placed on top of the wardrobe in a cardboard box like precious historical records. Every now and then, on rainy days or afternoons when there was nothing else to do, her mother would bring over a stepping stool and take down the account books, paging through them like an aging starlet leafing through old photograph albums. She observed the rising price of meat and vegetables over the years, compared the family’s average monthly expenses, and calculated their miniscule increases in income, none of them significant. She perused her great heap of numerals, and recalled the scenes of purchase, recounting the advances and retreats in her bargaining in a tone of voice that implied the profundity of it all, as if these transactions had brought her the utmost delight, one that others were unable to perceive.
If this had been merely a way of amusing herself, then fine, but the problem was that Mei Xiaomei’s mother eventually realized she could not control the entire scope of the situation if she only kept accounts for herself. Everyone in the family was made to take part in this rigorous system of records. Every day when her father left the house: how much cash was he carrying, what expenses he had that day, when would his work unit hand out bonuses, and how much had he saved to put in the bank. And with Mei Xiaomei, it was the same. Her mother established individual account books for Xiaomei and her father, and on their behalf she calculated each day’s surplus and then compared it to the amount of cash in their respective money clips – balanced!
If it were just a game to be played once or twice it might have been amusing. But every day? It approached madness.
Mei Xiaomei’s father clearly saw the degree of his wife’s obsession, and realized it would be no use to intervene. Luckily his credits and debits were consistently simple. Bought a newspaper, 0.5. Had air pumped into his bike tires, 0.2. Haircut, 8. He proceeded slowly and systematically, reporting his expenses one by one, and the surplus always matched the amount in his money clip exactly.
But with Mei Xiaomei – her monthly bus pass, a fried sesame bun, a personal loan, a pair of gloves, a nail in her shoe – each trivial item spun around in her head like a ball of wastepaper, like those final proofs, black and greasy with stains and blots. She wrung her brain a hundred ways trying to remember, as if she were reliving yesterday in slow motion, a day chewed over repeatedly. Her mother sat patiently off to the side, one hand suspended over the abacus, muttering occasionally to prod her.
Mei Xiaomei looked at her mother and panicked at the sincere and undeniable urgency in her face. Could her mother be ill, mentally deranged?
“Mom, why do you have to keep all the accounts? It’s so much trouble, and isn’t it always the same anyway?” Mei Xiaomei had once asked her, feigning carelessness.
“Oh, do I even need to tell you? Mei Xiaomei’s mother was astonished that her daughter could not understand this simple principle. It’s the only way to manage our family’s money. We need to think about every bit we spend and record every penny. Then we will be sure to spend our money slowly, on things that are worthwhile. Xiaomei, we are not like other people. We don’t have good fortune. We have no advantages or connections. We will never be rich. We need to be careful, never wasteful…”
“So, you are saying… What do you mean ‘we’re not like other people?’” Mei Xiaomei equivocated. She had never imagined that in the depths of her heart her mother might be just like her, in her own invisible box. Every person in their family lived in their own little box.
“Oh, do I even need to tell you? Just go outside and look around.” Her mother did not elaborate, and it seemed she did not want to keep talking about something so self-evident.
On the whole, life was not so hard that they needed to struggle to get by, or haggle over every last penny, but for her mother – a woman from the countryside who had only halfway entered the city’s fringes – if life were not arduous, would it count as living? She needed this cautious self-mockery, in which she became wholly subservient to money.
In any case, her mother’s methods were quite sensible. Lately, whenever Mei Xiaomei pulled out her money clip, she would subconsciously deliberate over the value of her purchase. With her mother’s account books as a backdrop, this almost miserly habit gradually took form, like a rushing river eroding a wide, languid riverbed.
But what to do, she occasionally thought, about her future fiancé? Perhaps, out of respect for her mother, she ought to alert him to her perspective on things. Be mindful of money, be careful about expenses: the circulation of currency was not a tool or a means of living, it was life per se.
The man she would one day marry appeared to have fled to the very end of that thin red thread that connects couples before they meet. On reflection, Mei Xiaomei would always conclude that she was trammeled by this thread around her waist – the more she thought, the more misgivings she had – and by degrees she came to believe that marriage was nearly impossible.
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People who work the night shift have an extended daytime. But this day is somewhat awkward, one does not know how to dispose of its hours, because one cannot merely sleep, or hang around the house. So Mei Xiaomei had no choice but to walk to the main streets and into the stores. Her portion of daytime was spent in shopping.
She dressed stylishly, although her clothing was not overly fashionable, and she carried herself with the haughty air of a wealthy conservative. The salespeople at the shopping center turned their heads towards her like sunflowers to the sun. Before purchasing anything she would try on countless items of clothing, ordering around the two salespeople staffing the counter with immense dissatisfaction and making them rush in circles. She never asked the prices beforehand, but she critically picked over the clothing’s defects in quality and design with her head half-raised. When she ultimately decided on a purchase, she did not ask the price – whether this was retaliation toward her mother, she did not know. In any case, she swiped her card, and this was an expenditure her mother could not control.
“Oh, wrap it up for me.” She spoke casually while she toyed with her cell phone, as if she was only buying a tube of toothpaste, not a skirt that cost over two thousand kuai or an eight-hundred-kuai shawl.
There are some women, as everyone knows, for whom shopping provides a relief from the stresses of work, break-ups, and excessive body fat. This is one of the clichés of popular psychology. And yet, oddly enough, Xiaomei realized this was not the case with her. She was under no particular pressure, nor was she anyone important or someone whose work was in any way significant. She simply enjoyed places that were bright, unfamiliar, fragrant, new and urbanized, like the shopping center. Through the minute action of “purchase” she became the master of these places, able to fulfill any desire of her heart, willfully rewriting the trend of events.
Was this not wholly unlike the desperation of the district north of the city, the jaundiced lighting of the proofreading department, and the night shift bus?
Two or three days later she would take the clothing, unworn and never removed from its paper bag, back to the shopping center. She placed the receipt and the clothes with their tags still intact on the customer service counter, her words simple but severe: “I want to make a return.”
Her manner was frosty, her brow knitted, and the corners of her mouth turned down, as if the unsuitable item of clothing had greatly offended her. Post-sales customer service is all about bullying the weak and fearing the strong. The salespeople carefully looked her over, and in less than a minute the formalities were over. The money she had swiped over passed back through the card center and returned to her account.
Yes, that was it. An overly elaborate purchase, and an uncomplicated return. She went to each large department store in the city, to every sales counter in the department store, completing the cycle, and then starting over. This was Mei Xiaomei’s gift to herself. Something she enjoyed that helped to while away her days, her useless daytime hours.
If by any chance someone of her acquaintance had run into Mei Xiaomei while she was shopping or making returns, they would have been startled at how she seemed to be a different person, scornful and demanding, like a god in a vile mood condescending to visit the mortal world.
Of course, it was unlikely that she would run into anyone she knew. In the city her friends and acquaintances were limited, and to the people familiar with her she seemed like her father, mother, and grandaunt – like all people from the countryside – assiduous and timid, restrained and hard-working. But among strangers, everything was different. As a consumer she became a different person, with a different life: her face was not raised to catch other people’s dust, rather, she scattered dust on the faces of those beneath her.
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Matters will always take a turn for the better on their own, as every road must eventually turn a corner somewhere up ahead. Mei Xiaomei did not know exactly when, but the issue of her marriage gradually became common knowledge and a problem shared by the circle of people from the old village. It was like a light bulb left shining in broad daylight – everyone feels a duty to find some way of turning it off.
Mei Xiaomei realized her mother must have divulged this information about her on purpose.
There was a time when her mother had urged Xiaomei repeatedly: “When it comes to the man you marry, nothing else is important, except that you should not choose someone from the old village. You must find a man from Nanjing.” Her voice surged with an uncharacteristic arrogance, as if she had been saving it up for a long period of time; or it may have been meant to disguise her uneasiness, covering for her lack of confidence in this presumptuous dream.
Her father had expressed his feeble opposition, perhaps thinking of his own accent and of how he might feel inhibited in front of his future son-in-law… But then he considered the matter from Mei Xiaomei’s perspective, that she might marry a local man and bear a child who would speak the city dialect, so that with the third generation of the family the problem of their accent would finally be rooted out…
The family shared an unspoken mutual goal, as if by having a Nanjing native for a son-in-law they could effect a genetic mutation in mentality and status, changing from timid to proud, moving from the eddies into the main current. Even her grandaunt snorted and said: “His shitting must be good. You need good feces to have good health.”
But things were not quite so ideal. It has already been said that Mei Xiaomei had a limited number of acquaintances, and she could not hope opportunities to develop from her parents’ personal network. Her relationships with several “Nanjing boyfriends” had slowly proven themselves unfounded, and had miscarried. In this way Xiaomei turned twenty-nine, was almost thirty. It was dreadful for her mother, an enormous, blunt attack that seemed to grow heavier with each day. Even though she had never expected happiness from life, could she not at least gain some slight advantage?
Her mother regretted her impulse to tell Mei Xiaomei not to choose a fellow villager. It was a shameless attitude that must have offended some power. How could she have been so ambitious? It was ridiculous, a miscalculation of her capabilities. She ought to stop and return swiftly to her former course, like those other housewives she knew, searching among the people from their village for a young man with suitable qualifications. Everything could be settled right there within the circle of villagers. This was custom. This was law. Why had she run so feverishly in the opposite direction?
Their fellow villagers acted with forceful, practical, and entirely unexpected efficacy. In the manner of a pyramid scheme Mei Xiaomei soon had the particulars for a number of men. If they were a poker hand, they would have formed the lowest straight: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.
Her hand was spread out on an invisible table. They were like five forks in the road of destiny. Mei Xiaomei opened her eyes wide. She knew nothing about the scenery along each of these paths, but the destination seemed all too familiar. She would still be stepping into the same box: an accented husband, children, and an inherent sense of inferiority.
Yet she had to play this hand of cards.
Mei Xiaomei started going on dates for which she had no enthusiasm, her level of excitement no higher than if she were going to see someone she had met on the internet. Of course, there was a chance she might meet a few decent ones, but to a person without appetite, color, fragrance, and taste are all nothing.
The only point of interest was that in considering prospective husbands she had found another way to act out her shopping game: she would first meet someone (purchase), and on the second or third date she would reject him (return).
For Mei Xiaomei the sole purpose of these meetings was to reject, and therefore she had to find presentable reasons for rejection. Not tall enough. Too stingy. Ill-tempered. And so on. Discovering a man’s shortcomings was the same as discovering his merits. With prejudice, anything could be uncovered. You can reap a crop of soybeans or dig up writhing poisonous scorpions from the same patch of earth.
Mei Xiaomei’s mother saw her hurrying out on dates every day and felt peace of mind, like a farmer who has sown the seeds and is waiting for the harvest. She still kept a daily record of their accounts, and was not particularly lenient with the items in Mei Xiaomei’s account book. Yet she did not seem to be questioning the very roots of everything. When a few piecemeal expenses were not reported clearly, she responded with an encouraging smile.
On frigidly cold streets, or on scorching hot ones, Mei Xiaomei went on dates with young men doomed to meet her only once.
Passing through the main streets, they walked to a movie theater, or a teahouse, or a Cantonese restaurant, and they maintained the prudent distance of a first date. They stuck to the topics usually discussed by potential spouses. Work situations. Personal interests and habits. Perhaps celebrity gossip. When turning a corner or standing up, or in the falsely ambiguous atmosphere of the cinema, or at a two-person table critiquing some dish of food, uncareful fingers touched.
Mei Xiaomei’s daytime sleep was curtailed, which produced in her a dream-like illusion. She seemed to be walking along the road, eating and drinking, speaking with different men, being appraised by these strangers and making efforts to draw surreptitious inferences about them, all in a dream. It was exhausting and dull, like shooting the same scene over and over again.
At times she acquiesced to the prolonged nature of this process. Unless she married, these dates would continue forever, a resilient elastic band, the bowstring of her life, untightened and unbroken. Provided she maintained this contact with the opposite sex, she could sustain her yearning for the happiness of a family of her own.
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The very first person to perceive Mei Xiaomei’s mental state was her father. He had a deliberate turn of mind, being in this regard a little better than her mother. Perhaps he was mindful of the inner worlds of his family members, the true range of their emotions, because he felt a latent sense of responsibility as the head of the household. Her father wished to play this role, but was seldom able to handle it successfully.
As the manager of their household he proved powerless and ineffectual. For instance, he was helpless to deal with his aunt’s sick worship of defecation, and even encouraged her. Faced with his wife’s accounting addiction, he listened to her flood of advice, and capitulated. However, when it came to his daughter, he did attempt to make some contribution.
In the dusky courtyard, at around eight or nine o’clock, he stopped Mei Xiaomei on her way home from a date.
It was a Friday night, typical for dates. But Mei Xiaomei still had to go into work that night. She always had to work, so long as the newspaper continued publication. You could say that for her every day was a holiday, or vice-versa, that she worked every day. This form of work and rest matched her frame of mind: making a show of it every day, furrowing her brow every day.
“How did it go? What did you think of him?” Her father measured out his words with an air of feigned liberality, as if he had just had read an article in the paper on modern educational theory about how fathers should have heart-to-heart talks with their children. Yet the words of this prologue seemed out of place when spoken in his dialect, and he was unable to conceal the worry lines on his forehead.
Mei Xiaomei was surprised at her father. She did not know how to respond. Her feet rushed ahead as she hastily explained: “I have to leave for work soon.”
“Oh, I just wanted a chat.” He still spoke in his standard dialect and with the same awkwardness. “Tell me, how do you think it went? Do you want to talk about it?”
Mei Xiaomei did her best to answer in an earnest tone: “About the same, it was OK.” Was it even possible to put into words the minute perceptions between two people on their first date, as if you were discussing commodities or the weather?
Her father smiled unnaturally, clearly unsatisfied, but trying to appear open-minded. “I know, I know, people are always about the same. Xiaomei, do you know what I always wanted to do, what my dream was?” Her father lowered his head, chuckling at himself.
“Your dream?”
“I wanted to be a voice actor in dubbed movies, like Tong Zirong. When I spoke people would be mesmerized by my voice. No matter what I said, everyone who heard me would be enchanted, like they were listening to sweet words of love. People all over the country would know who I was, and wherever I went they would shout my name.” Her father turned his head away slightly, so that the moonlight illuminated half of his face, and this half-face shone with a touching sense of longing.
Xiaomei softly interposed a question, not wishing to agitate him. This dream was ridiculous, her father, with his heavy accent, her father, with his personality, the polar opposite of a star!
“After that, I was recruited by the factory. I apprenticed, became a master worker, then when the factories merged I moved from Dongba to Nanjing. I brought you and your mother here, and after that we welcomed my aunt. In short, I became the way I am now… It’s funny, it’s too funny. A voice actor!”
Her father laughed softly, and seemed less melancholy. “This business of finding someone to marry, everyone dreams of this as a child, but in the end it will become a joke. There is no one who will match your ideal perfectly. If you go on dating like this, not putting your mind to it, not taking it seriously, you will wear yourself out. And even if you can keep it up, what use is it?”
“Doesn’t everyone say it’s about the process, not the result? Mei Xiaomei thought her answer very clever.” Yes, to describe looking for a spouse this statement could not be more apt.
“But what about marriage? What are you thinking?” He muttered to himself, finally losing his patience and abandoning the manner of a rational, loving father. “You’ll have to get married eventually.”
“Maybe I haven’t found my soul-mate yet.” Mei Xiaomei only brought up this idea of a soul mate to stall. It was a hypocritical and unconvincing concept, although you might also say it was greatly successful, considering how many believers managed to deceive themselves and others with its consolation.
“There was a saying in the village: If you have leftover rice and vegetables, and not leftover sons and daughters, you don’t need to worry.” Her father pursed his lips, trying to persuade Mei Xiaomei, and to persuade himself.
At this Mei Xiaomei lost any inclination to continue the conversation. Leftover rice and vegetables! Was her life like a table with empty plates and cups strewn across it? Were her days only leftovers slowly losing their heat?
Her father abruptly realized something, shut his mouth with sudden force, and planted his feet. A streetlamp shone down on him from beneath the shadow of a tree.
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First thing in the morning a line forms in front of the bathroom. “Luckily, I get up at five thirty and squat on the toilet. If I don’t manage to shit I need to squat sometimes for half an hour. Xiaomei’s ma is next. She starts to squat at about six o’clock, after cooking our porridge. I can tell her shit is quite good, it comes out quickly. Xiaomei’s pa’s isn’t so good, but he is stronger than I am so it doesn’t matter, he can always get a few pieces out. Xiaomei works the night shift, I don’t even know where she shits.”
Her grandaunt gossiped with an elderly woman outside in the courtyard. The other woman’s hearing was not very good, so she had to raise her voice, while the woman repeated “Oh—oh—.” Everyone who lived nearby knew the ins and outs of her family’s discharge as well as they knew the backs of their own hands.
Constipation is accompanied by an unusual smell on the breath. Her grandaunt, in addition to the smells most elderly people have (arid, oily exhalations, the previous night’s clammy sweat, and flakes of skin), always had slight halitosis, the shadow of indigestion. Sometimes she let loose a string of farts, like a foreshadowing of defecation to come, and joyously rushed to the toilet, only to discover it was all a hoax.
This makes it sound like her grandaunt was either a laughingstock or a tragic wearing a comic mask. Yet she was clever, and knew that she was a guest in the house. She was all timidity toward Mei Xiaomei’s mother, but was also unreconciled to this role. She often sought out opportunities to defy her, then after making things difficult, she would dig through her brain for ways to make things right.
Out in the courtyard talking with our neighbors about the entire family’s shitting! It was not the first time this had happened, given that these particulars made up the major part of her aunt’s conversation. Mei Xiaomei’s mother had discussed this with her on everyone’s behalf, and asked her husband to as well. But it made no difference. Her loud discussions. The remarkable thing was that for the next several days after chatting with all the neighbors about their bathroom habits, she became especially docile, and actively supported any proposals made by Mei Xiaomei’s mother.
At present, her mother’s proposals naturally had to do with Xiaomei’s marriage.
When Xiaomei awoke, she discovered her grandaunt sitting by her bed, waiting to speak with her. As always she could hear the incessant clacking of her mother’s abacus from the living room.
“Xiaomei, what time do you shit every day? Where do you go?” Her grandaunt’s face drew close, but she raised her voice excessively. Most likely this was for the benefit of her mother, and indeed, at the sound of her grandaunt’s voice the abacus began to stutter hesitantly.
“Me? It’s not regular.” The first subject you talk about after waking up steeps the whole day in its sluggish ambiance.
“Then, Xiaomei, listen to me. Shitting is not just shitting. It is connected to everything else you have in your life…”
“Grandaunt!” Xiaomei came wholly to her senses. If it were possible to exchange lives with someone else, she would be willing to take a complete stranger’s.
“It’s true, you have to believe me. Your health, your temper, your destiny, they are all indirectly related to shitting. For the past few days, I’ve been thinking about the greatest event of your life, and I performed trigram divinations for you. Soon, within the next three days, you will encounter your bridegroom.” Her grandaunt smiled; the stench of her breath lightened considerably. Several strands of white and gray hair fluttered in the air. It was all a bit fantastic.
“What did the trigrams say?” Mei Xiaomei subconsciously clenched her anus, like people who cautiously hold their breath in the face of destiny.
“The secrets of heaven cannot be revealed before their time. But you must remember: for the divination to take effect, you have to shit at home for the next three days.”
“Huh?”
“Really! Shit is gold, accept it as a gift. Listen to me, you must go at home, and not anywhere else… Then your fate will come to you, he will come to you.”
Mei Xiaomei lifted her head and looked out of the window. She must have slept for a long time, the midday sun was too bright, and everything in the universe seemed so clear. The old woman was simply raving. Or was she?
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A heart that has received a hint, like willow branches that have been brushed by the wind or lips that have been kissed, is difficult to quiet.
A meeting that had been arranged several times arrived precisely on the third day. Xiaomei was going to meet a new young man: the ninth from her family’s village. Yes, her low straight had already lined up to nine. Whether he was the nine of spades or nine of diamonds, which would be better, you might say was a question of suit.
It was spades. He wore a dark, highly formal suit with a white shirt, evoking the image of someone hurrying to a funeral. He expressed himself in a naïve, unaffected way, heaping praise on the movie they had just seen. Someone easy to please, perhaps someone tolerant of all humankind. In this age, to unreservedly praise a stranger ought to be considered a kind of virtue.
Mei Xiaomei listened and nodded, absorbed in her own thoughts. Three successive days, yes, she had taken her grandaunt’s advice, and shat at home. She sat straight and proper on their outmoded toilet with its obstinate filth, as if she were sitting before the face of fate. Her grandaunt hung back outside the door, frequently pressing close to the jamb: “Has it come out? Smoothly? I know when you change where you shit it can be hard to get used to. Some cases of constipation begin with a change in where the patient uses the toilet. On a journey, in a strange place, or in another village.”
Nine of Spades sat down and ordered food for them, speaking courteously to the server. Two vegetable dishes and a soup, beautifully done; not wasteful and not stingy. Everything seemed perfect. A man who lived a simple life, who could handle everyday matters and small occasions, was no easy find.
Over the course of the meal, he talked with Mei Xiaomei about some of the people from Dongba who lived in the capital. It seemed he knew every successful man to come out of their native village. The owner of a popular chain of restaurants was from Dongba. The chief of surgery in the cancer ward of the People’s Hospital was from Dongba. The assistant director of the Civil Administration Bureau was from Dongba. So on and so forth, as if he kept a roster of names hidden in his pocket like a roll of toilet paper, endless, white, and smooth, and whenever the occasion demanded he could tear off a small section, or a long section as reserve. Also, how should I put it? Mei Xiaomei observed that his forehead spontaneously betrayed a sense of self-worth, as if he had a share in every success of the Dongba men.
An interesting quality, self-worth. Mei Xiaomei had not seen this characteristic in any of the men she had dated for a long time. If it was not genuine, might it also be a form of low self-esteem? Using the successes of other men, fellow villagers, as capital to invest in one’s own sense of worth, that was an unusual rule to live by.
Mei Xiaomei’s grandaunt held honey water in her mouth to clean the intestines – savoury in the morning, sweet in the evening. But she eagerly swallowed the lump of sweet saliva and spread wide a mouthful of scanty teeth when she saw Mei Xiaomei. Today was the third day. “Tell me, did it work?”
Mei Xiaomei was rushing to leave for work, the pages upon pages of incorrect characters waiting like bombs to be defused. Yet her grandaunt, in her role as divinator, was not asking too much.
“Maybe it worked. The one I met today, has… has good manners. Besides, his shitting isn’t bad.”
“You asked about his shitting?”
“No. But he doesn’t eat spicy food, and he likes celery and lily. Didn’t you say…”
On the way to work on the bus, Mei Xiaomei received a text from an unknown number: Shall we eat dinner at the same place next Friday?
Oh, he was also a man who liked to eat at the same restaurants. From books on astrology and physiognomy she could tell he was not fickle in changing old loves for new ones, which could give a woman lacking self-confidence a feeling of security.
Mei Xiaomei tried to recall whether his features had shown signs of illness, and realized he hardly made any impression on her. At least this would affirm that he was not effeminate, and that he had no knife scars or hairy moles. His hands were not clammy with sweat. He did not have body odor. He did not stutter. He had not told pornographic jokes. When he sat down his legs had not trembled. Good, a normal, ordinary man. A man one could marry.
Xiaomei looked out of the window of the bus. A young girl in a short skirt was standing on tiptoe to kiss her tall, lean boyfriend. They stood in front of the display window of a pastry shop, like an advertisement for youth.
Forever farewell to such ardent, ruthless, and haughty ambition.
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On the day of Nine of Spades’ first visit, her grandaunt had unforeseen diarrhea. This was a rare event, and ought to have been considered a good thing, but her spirits were low and she went to her room to rest, distracted and sullen, after several episodes. When Nine of Spades arrived, she stopped at general pleasantries and showed no enthusiasm for going into deeper lines of conversation. She sat in a cloud of gloom the entire visit, unable to accept this sudden change. A sufferer of constipation reflecting on the excrement suddenly abandoning her.
Mei Xiaomei’s mother was secretly happy and cooked their meal with dispatch. Forty minutes, and she carried in a proper tableau of dishes. At the table she sized up Nine of Spades without bothering to disguise her interest, savoring his speech and bearing. Several times she started to speak but held back grudgingly until everyone had finished eating and gone into the living room. At this point she was unable to restrain herself further: “Well, look at you, these things you bought…” The gifts Nine of Spades had brought were appropriate for such a first meeting.
“It’s nothing. It’s the proper thing. Gifts for Xiaomei’s parents.”
“Well, I wanted to ask about this box of capsules. Where did you buy them? How much did it cost?” Her mother asked the price as if she were out shopping, and she had all but pulled out her notebook.
“The Japanese market. Three hundred twenty.”
The words escaped his mouth. He spoke like a respectful salesperson.
“And this box of kiwi fruit…”
“And this box of tea leaves…”
“And this bouquet…”
Her mother began to talk shop with Nine of Spades, a conversation brimming with particulars. His expression remained unperturbed, and he provided a fluid stream of answers as if he had been prepared ahead of time, and as if all people under heaven who offered their hosts presents should be expected to report their purchases one by one. He even talked about his bargaining technique – in the department store buying health care products, and in the flower shop buying roses. How this purchase went, how that one went.
Mei Xiaomei’s mother listened, her face glowing with elation like a flower in full bloom. It went without saying, he would make such a good son-in-law! It was simply love at first sight.
Her mother resembled an insatiable teacher who tests her student’s hidden potential with extra-credit problems. She enlarged the scope of her inquiry to Nine of Spades’ clothing, his wristwatch, his shoes and glasses, etc.
It was too awful, but also amusing. A wristwatch bought five years ago. Glasses exchanged three years earlier. His necktie six months before. Nine of Spades remembered all of the prices quite clearly. He stared into the void, mumbling to himself. He blinked as though his eyelids formed a curtain sweeping across the stage of time, with each blink the circumstances of the purchase reappeared. He described it in detail for her.
As they talked, her mother and father exchanged pleased glances, but the latter abashedly buried his head deeper inside his newspaper. Mei Xiaomei’s father reflected with regret: It would have been better to let my aunt talk about shitting.
Yet without a doubt, this potential son-in-law had earned a stamp of approval.
The living room was like a stage, and Mei Xiaomei stayed in the shadows cast by the lamp as if she were watching the performance from a hidden theater box. Nine of Spades and her mother continued discussing the prices you find in life. You could also say they were discussing life demarcated by prices. They spoke animatedly and in harmony. The scene was almost perfect.
She saw Nine of Spades out, and they walked through the disorderly, unregulated northern district together. Sewage overflowed onto the ground, and its foul odor hung in the air. Motorbikes kicking out soot scurried back and forth like cockroaches. The people who passed by were listless and apathetic. A pair of dark, thin men were loudly and obstinately arguing over something, but they could not tell what the men were saying – it was in a different dialect. Outsiders had always lived in this area.
Nine of Spades sighed, with a chagrin that was difficult for her to understand.
“What is it?” His expression made Mei Xiaomei feel like she had missed a step. Did he not like it here? Did he find the neighborhood shameful?
“It’s nothing. I live around here, too. I mean, we all… live in this area.”
“It’s not good enough?”
“How could it be?”
They walked on quietly for a while. Nine of Spades struggled to regain his charm: “Come on, come with me for a little something to eat. This place up ahead has hot pepper soup, do you mind spicy food? If you don’t like spicy food, let’s go have dumplings.”
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Provided you harden your heart, the formation of a marriage is no more difficult than putting together a jigsaw puzzle.
About five months later, Mei Xiaomei was in the department store with Nine of Spades looking at bedding. She held a betrothal gift from her mother: the family account book. Even though Nine of Spades had a brilliant sensibility about prices, this good tradition of accounting was to be kept up.
Thanks, perhaps, to her grandaunt’s excremental divinations, Nine of Spades was truly very obliging. Nothing could surprise or disgust him. He was thoroughly sympathetic and understanding, and no matter who the person or what the phenomenon, to him anything ugly, strange became as natural as rainfall or grass on the earth, all to be treated with equanimity. To say nothing of accents, constipation, or account books! Mei Xiaomei had always considered private, importune, and intolerable hidden diseases.
There is a saying about a piece of cake to go with a steamed bun, meaning a well-matched wife and husband, and for her it would mean someone like Nine of Spades. Or one might say that it was enough for life to be settled.
She had gone to meet his friends from work. His colleagues were naturally like him, all data collectors at the archives bureau, a dull occupation with occasional bursts of liveliness. At the dinner party they had talked and laughed, raising icy, foamy beers to congratulate Mei Xiaomei: “Your eyes are very sharp, you’ve hooked the young man who gets along best with everyone. There is no one in our unit, top to bottom, who doesn’t like him. He takes overtime shifts, he brings us honor.”
She had gone with him to meet people from their village, those successful sons of Dongba he had described to her. When they raised their glasses in toasts the words ran in the same tracks as at the dinner party a few days earlier, only in a dialect that appeared both more genuine and awkward: “I can’t tell you what a good person he is. I never met anyone so easy to talk to, so attentive, considerate.”
Yes, Xiaomei had formed the same impressions. At the banquet with the people from Dongba, Nine of Spades acted as the host, and he discussed the menu with the waitress for a full half-hour to ensure that the food would be appropriate, because each person’s tastes were different: some did not enjoy sweet foods, some were bothered by the taste of duck, some disliked dishes flavored with coriander or onion, and so on. He took even greater pains with the seating arrangements, careful that the gale of the air conditioner would not blow on the ladies, that the gentlemen who smoked were downwind, that people who were well-acquainted sat in neighboring seats…
Once the meal began he attended to each person, careful to vary the topics of conversation, stimulate the atmosphere, and follow along with all of the various subjects and viewpoints. He sat among them, this crowd of people, not so much like a person as like an extremely docile animal, one whose fur could realign its warp and woof for whoever stroked it.
Amidst the glasses emptied in drinking games, Mei Xiaomei felt disoriented, the way it must feel to win the jackpot, and she did not even taste the food she ate. A man who was too obliging was like a cloth with no color, one did not know what garment would be suitable to make from it.
Next they decorated the bridal chamber and bought items for the wedding. When there was a choice to be made, whether brand or price, color or texture, there was never any doubt that Xiaomei would choose, as if every word she uttered was a precious jewel that dropped from her mouth. Xiaomei found this slightly boring, but compared to lovers who fought endlessly, their relationship seemed stronger by far.
Of course, Nine of Spades eventually learned about Mei Xiaomei’s craving to return purchases. She had not painstakingly concealed this from him, because she wanted to lay herself bare – and why not? Nine of Spades adapted to the continual appearance of new problems. He was obliging, was he not?
Sure enough, his eyes twinkled and he smiled amiably: “It doesn’t matter. If you enjoy it, then do it, so long as you always make the returns.”
After her “returning” sickness was made known, Mei Xiaomei appeared much more at ease. She leant against Nine of Spades’ arm and half raised her head to him, artless and sincere: “So… you see, this is how I am. Now, it’s your turn. Do you have any special habits or things you like to do?”
Mei Xiaomei still wanted to coax some depth out of Nine of Spades, not daring to believe someone could have no temper, no eccentricities, no flaws. “No, I don’t.” Nine of Spades answered rapidly, his manner gentle but his tone steely and resolute. Mei Xiaomei gave up. It was like believing that in the natural world there were a flower which never withered, or believing that the scientific world had invented a perpetual motion machine. Why not believe it then? Believe that night is black, and day is white.
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The wedding ceremony. Her father and mother each brought an enormous group of people from the village, who all appeared to know each other, like coral endlessly reproducing in the recesses of the sea, a colorful profusion at every branch and fork.
During the wedding ceremony there were many important junctures and significant moments. Her father, however, successfully kept his vomiting under control. No, to put it more accurately, he showed no signs of vomiting.
His hair combed with excessive pomade, his expression self-assured, Mei Xiaomei’s father shuttled between the tables amid the roaring of the Dongba dialect, one voice rising as another fell, and his accent, like a drop of water tumbling into the sea, disappeared, merged, was sublimated. A father who had temporarily cast aside his timidity and sense of inferiority. He drank a great deal and vomited in the normal way, in a pile of drunkards, their vomit mingling and spreading an intense odor of liquor and meat.
Strangely enough, Mei Xiaomei was disappointed by this – she awaited the spray of vomit that would make everyone turn pale, like fireworks flying past the heads of the guests. She had spoken to Nine of Spades in advance, half an apology and half a forecast.
Nine of Spades drew Mei Xiaomei along as they proceeded from table to table making toasts, talking to each other in low voices, with the intimate whispering that was their right as newlyweds.
Mei Xiaomei sensed that she had drunk too much, but she refused to pass off clear water as clear liquor. Bring the real stuff, she insisted. If she was drunk, then fine, she had never been drunk before. People congratulated them in words that varied only slightly, and their congratulations formed a transparent bell jar around her and the groom, which made her feel both happy and frail. Bathe forever in the river of love. Bear an honorable son. Very well said. The only problem was that the long skirt she had rented kept getting wrapped around the heels of her shoes, causing her to stagger. At these moments, her groom would move to support her in a timely fashion, completing an affectionate scene like a sweet secret, and perhaps people would think she was only pretending that she could hardly stand up straight.
In one corner of the large wedding hall, slightly apart from the crowd of guests, they passed through a decorative arch made of pink balloons tied into bunches. The groom suddenly stopped, his hand left his bride’s waist, and he gently touched the intricate pattern formed by the clusters of balloons, an action that showed a capricious energy, and within this capriciousness some kind of suffering.
“Xiaomei, are you truly fond of me?”
“Yes.”
“Is everything agreeable? Have I been generous and considerate to everyone?”
“Yes, I’m afraid there are very few men as good as you. I’m so lucky.”
“But haven’t you thought that someone who obliges in every way must be hiding his destructive tendencies?”
“Hmm? What are you saying? What do you mean? What would you want to destroy?”
“You really can’t see it? I hate absolutely everything. Every person in the entire world… Why are they the way they are, while I’m the way I am?” The bridegroom delineated a beautiful round arc with his wine glass, as if wrapping all of the people in the wedding hall in an enormous bag, then he finally stopped at a certain place, shut one eye, and took aim with a fictitious gun.
“What’s wrong with them? What’s wrong with you?” Mei Xiaomei shivered at the cruelty in his voice. Was he not a tolerant, obliging man?
“They have everything! And I have nothing! Some director, some president, some secretary, they are all somebodies, but really they are filth! Asses! I want to rip them open – like sticking a pin in a balloon, hissss! Smash them, blow them away… Look, like this.”
The groom had a sudden inspiration, and to demonstrate he pulled a cigarette from his pocket, one of the wedding cigarettes, hurriedly lit it, inhaled a vigorous mouthful so that the tip of the cigarette was large and red, then moved along the pink arch of balloons, searing each one. Waves of balloons disappeared in a flash, like startled doves taking sudden flight. One side of the brocaded balloon arch slowly collapsed into a shape like a cleft lip. Hiss! Hiss! Hiss! Nine of Spades had no thought of stopping. He squinted with pleasure, showing his gums in a smile, intoxicated by his miniature simulated sabotage.
“Is this a joke?”
“Yes, dear, it’s just a little joke. Come on, I’ll get you more to drink. Then we should pay our respects to father’s second brother and his wife. His third brother and wife. Mother’s older brother and his wife. Her younger brother and his wife.”
“No, wait a moment!” In the face of this inconceivable conceited willfulness bearing down on her like a torrent of rain, Mei Xiaomei transformed in an instant.
Such a familiar feeling of excitement! Purchasing, returning. Purchase, return. Everything was possible!
“What is it, dear, are you tangled up in your skirt again? Look, they are waiting for us.”
“I want — to return —”
Mei Xiaomei lifted her long skirt in one hand, her body bent and slightly taut like a drawn bow, as she began, desolately and justifiably, to scream. At these high-pitched decibels her father finally vomited, in perfect response to her voice, like a sound-activated musical fountain, in a riot of colors.
Translated by Annelise Finegan Wasmoen
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George's Book
O
h, to be the alter ego of his polygamous life!
Tereza suddenly said, What would you say to some nude shots?
Nude shots? Sabina laughed.
Yes, said Tereza, repeating her proposal more boldly, nude shots.
That calls for a drink, said Sabina, and opened a bottle of wine.
It took Sabina some time before she could bring herself to slip out of the robe entirely. After several minutes of posing, she went up to Tereza and said, Now it’s my turn to take your picture. Strip!
Sabina had heard the command Strip! so many times from Tomas that it was engraved in her memory. Thus, Tomas’s mistress had just given Tomas’s command to Tomas’s wife. The two women were joined by the same magic word. That was Tomas’s way of unexpectedly turning an innocent conversation with a woman into an erotic situation. Instead of stroking, flattering, pleading, he would issue a command, issue it abruptly, unexpectedly, softly yet firmly and authoritatively.
He often used it on Tereza as well, and even though he said it softly, even though he whispered it, it was a command, and obeying never failed to arouse her. Hearing the word now made her desire to obey even stronger, because doing a stranger’s bidding is a special madness
Taken from Milan Kundera’s
The Unbearable Lightness of Being
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He had an apartment near Swallow Garden he’d bought a dozen years ago. Now, at thirty-five, he was single, obese and meaty (he said it was sexy, an elegance within a rough frame). He had assimilated completely to the Beijing lifestyle.
George was from Hong Kong. He made friends easily and had a reputation. Even in artistic circles he was notorious for being a playboy. He headed a magazine in Hong Kong, and was a visiting scholar at P University.
George would throw parties at his apartment and the Swallow Garden girls came in droves or separately. They were young, cute, and interesting. But most importantly, they were modern.
George remembered that it was in the autumn of 1988 that he got to know Jiani, a good-looking girl from the Foreign Languages Studies Department. They met at the Summer Palace and she was not easy to forget. She was the most memorable of all his girlfriends.
George asked her out: “I live left of the west gate of P University, in a red building about two hundred metres down the road.”
Jiani laughed gently and shook her head. “That won’t do; I want you to come get me.”
That evening, George stood in front of the girls’ dormitory and called up to her. He looked up at the window and saw Jiani standing there. He also saw a group of pigeons flying under a blue sky, grey buildings and shadows, and the silhouettes of shriveled trees.
George could even see himself, his head raised childishly, whistling.
From the many books in his room, George took out an English edition of Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being and asked Jiani, “Have you read this?” he asked.
Jiani shook her head.
George quietly read a few lines. His English accent was uncannily good. He had a thick nasal lilt, and he sounded like a true English gentleman.
Sometimes he showed off with fancy pronunciation, but then tripped up on particular words. Jiani would correct these with great enthusiasm.
George gave her a rough background on the author as well as on the era that it was written, and talked a little bit about the current state of foreign literature. Then he opened the book at the middle, to the same section excerpted at the beginning of this story, and started reading:
That was Tomas’s way of unexpectedly turning an innocent conversation with a woman into an erotic situation. Instead of stroking, flattering, pleading, he would issue a command.
George stopped and looked at Jiani. Jiani looked uncertain.
George kept reading:
Oh, to be the alter ego of his polygamous life! …It took Sabina some time before she could bring herself to slip out of the robe entirely. After several minutes of posing, she went up to Tereza and said, Now it’s my turn to take your picture. Strip!
Jiani smiled shyly.
Tomas was used to treating the both of them like this. Thus, Tomas’s mistress had just given Tomas’s command to Tomas’s wife. The two women were joined by the same magic word… doing a stranger’s bidding is a special madness.
After he had finished reading, the two of them stood up and for a while remained silent. Debussy flowed out of the record player, they sat on soft cushions, and drank Champagne from tall glass flutes. It was an evening in Beijing, and they felt it.
George said: “Now it’s my turn to say it. Strip!” This time he spoke in Chinese, tender yet definite, and with a sense of authority.
He saw in Jiani’s eyes a Mother Teresa type of adoration. Every woman who ever passed through his room had worn that look.
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This was the story George told me seven years later, when I was a third-year Chinese Literature student at P University.
We met at a party. George paid no attention to Yang Yu, my boyfriend, and asked me to dance with him three times in a row. George had a strong frame and a barrel chest. He liked to make sudden comic gestures and he had a quick wit – he was a great flirt. His figure tended towards that of a middle-aged man, he was getting portly. He held his head high with a childish air, and liked to walk, talk, and do business with a strut. Inevitably I fell for him. He was like a man-child from another era, innocent despite his rashness.
George led me to his rooms, just as he had led Jiani seven years ago. He had portraits of famous people next to his bed. This was part of George’s innocence: he didn’t even think to be embarrassed. He was a crude show-off, straight-forward and unsophisticated.
He sat before me and held my hand.
In his eyes I saw signs of sexual over-indulgence: the lower eye-lids sagged with extra skin, and he looked prematurely old.
From eight to ten he sat holding my hand. I was waiting; it was my turn to feel uneasy. We both knew why we were there, in the night.
George was strangely shy that evening. I felt his hands shake as they held mine. Surprised, I asked, “George, what’s going on?”
George didn’t say anything. He opened his mouth, then hesitated.
I stood up after a while. “I’m leaving. Do you want to see me home?”
George backed me into a corner, his stomach stretching to envelop me. I saw both passion and concern in his eyes. Yes, he wanted to be with me. But he didn’t know how.
George finally gave up, and said sincerely: “I lost my copy of The Unbearable Lightness of Being, but I do have a Chinese translation. But I can’t remember it.”
He rubbed his hands together, but appeared at a loss.
“Is that a big deal to you?” I asked. He replied in the affirmative.
He gave me another go-around of the Jiani story, and the book. This time he took his time in the telling, and suddenly I realized that it wasn’t just a story about how a man seduces a woman. I had no idea what the point of the story was. All I knew was that George used a book to seduce women. He used the same trick on girls like Jiani, and girls before and after her. Practice makes perfect, and he hadn’t failed once.
George told me that he could still remember quite a few lines from the book. Now, he could only recite by memory, which he haltingly did:
That was Tomas’s way of unexpectedly turning an innocent conversation with a woman into an erotic situation. Instead of stroking, he would issue a command. Thus, Tomas’s mistress had just given Tomas’s command to Tomas’s wife: Strip!
He stopped here, and gave me a doubtful, pleading look. His expression was panicked, and his voice thick; he seemed about to do something degrading. I began to dislike him.
“This is crude. Can’t you find that book?”
George started to pace the room. “I’ve been looking all over for it, let me think. I’ll figure something out.”
I could tell that George had been trying to get on my good side all night long. He showered. With that he regained his confidence and the same insolent look.
I looked down at my watch as we chatted idly, trying to hint that the conversation was over, and that I’d like to go back to the campus. Without a word George threw both our watches out the window. “This way, time doesn’t exist.”
I stood up to leave. George, panting, pulled me close to his face, and I could smell testosterone on his breath. It was a smell I hated.
I straightened my body and said seriously: “What are you going to do, rape me?”
“I wasn’t before, but now I’ve changed my mind.” He backed me into a corner, a terrified look on his face.
“What are you afraid of? You’ve lost the English copy, you’re nothing.” I laughed coldly. “You were nothing a long time ago. Now you’re over.” My laughter grew wilder.
George loosened his hold on me. Pale, his eyes stared straight ahead. He said through quivering lips, “I’ve wanted to make love to you ever since I laid my eyes on you.”
“It’s a shame that you lost that book, then. You won’t know what to do anymore.”
“That’s right.” George said. “Why don’t you go. Nothing is the same anymore.”
I walked out onto the street, and began to run.
I never would have thought I’d be the one to conquer the notorious pervert. He had been wounded and weakened. I was twenty – I had only made love twice, and neither time had felt any passion.
There was one awful thing I couldn’t ignore, however. It was on that evening that I fell in love with him.
Translated by Alice Xin Liu
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Blessings of Good Fortune
M
ay was awakened by a sweet smell. Mom had lifted the grass lid off of the earthen crock at the corner of the platform bed, and the fragrance had wended its way to May’s nostrils. May woke first, followed by June. They opened their eyes, and before them was a steaming bowl of tianpeizi porridge. Mother had a blue and white china bowl in her left hand, and a wooden spatula in her right. She said, “See, this year’s oats and barley have brewed up nicely, just like prosperous times.” June looked at May, and May looked at June, their gazes exchanging glad tidings. May stuck out her tongue, saying, “I want a taste. I want to see if it’s really fermented!” Mom said, “We haven’t done the offering yet. During Duanyang Festival you have to make offerings of everything you eat.”
May and June leapt out of their quilts.
In the courtyard, the sky was not yet light. Dad was attaching willow branches to the doorframe of the front gate. May and June both regretted sleeping late. Stepping out of the courtyard, they saw willow branches at the gate of every home, as if the whole lane had come alive. They ran to the end of the alley, and then sped all the way back. The entire length of the alley was filled with the fragrance of willow, and with something else they could not clearly express. There was a thick fog, so that when you stood at one end of the lane, you could just barely make out the other end. But for May and June, it was just this effect that gave this Duanyang Festival morning its mysterious flavor. As they ran to and fro, June felt there were countless secrets brushing past him, making a rustling sound. And when they came to a stop, he could clearly see those secrets swaying in the crisscrossed willow branches.
When they ran once again to the end of the lane, June asked, “Sister, do you feel something?” May said, “Feel what?” June said, “I don’t know how to say it, but I can feel it.” “You mean the fog?” June shook his head in disappointment. May said, “Then it’s the willow branches. What else could it be?” June shook his head, again. Suddenly, May said, “I know! You mean everything’s beautiful!”
Now this surprised June; the last thing he expected was for his older sister to say a word like this – a word that was on their lips often enough, but it was unexpected that she would apply it to this. It impressed him – why hadn’t he thought of that? And then, he thought it was right that he hadn’t, because it didn’t completely represent the thing he felt. Or, maybe beauty was just a small part of what he felt.
By the time they returned to the courtyard, Mom and Dad had set up the altar. While May and June washed their faces, Mom arranged the porridge and painted cakes on the altar, along with dried fruit and purified water. A sense of mystery hung over the dim predawn scene, as if countless spirits waited out of sight for their chance to enjoy the array of delicacies.
Dad lit a stick of incense, offering it to heaven, and poured wine on the earth. With great solemnity, he chanted:
Fragrant wormwood leaves, their aroma fills the hall.
Peach branches on the gates,
And beyond, the wheat so yellow.
Duanyang here, Duanyang there,
Duanyang everywhere.
Fragrant wormwood leaves, their aroma fills the hall
Peach branches on the gates,
And beyond, the wheat so yellow
Good fortune here, good fortune there
Good fortune everywhere . . .
He continued to chant, but May and June couldn’t understand the rest, and didn’t remember the words. When Dad was finished chanting, he brought them over to kowtow. June didn’t know to whom he was kowtowing; he wanted to ask, but because Dad was behaving so reverently he thought it would be wrong to interrupt. Anyway, he thought that kneeling down and kowtowing like this was a beautiful thing. The ground after the rain was soft and slippery, so when his knees and forehead touched it, the refreshing coolness electrified him to his bones.
After the ceremony, as she brought the food offerings back into the house, Mom told them to grab a quick bite, as they had to get up on the mountain right away to gather wormwood. As she spoke she adled a little porridge to each of their bowls, then fetched the painted cakes, first pulling them apart from the green stripe through the middle, then halving them again along the red stripe, then once more along the yellow stripe, before giving a piece each to May and June. Holding them in their hands, they couldn’t bear to eat them. Such pretty painted cakes, how could one have the heart to swallow them? But Mom said “This is tradition; when you go up the mountain you must eat from the offerings.” May asked why, and Mom just said, “It’s tradition. Why do you have to ask for all the details?” June said “We just want to know.” Mom answered, “Food offerings have come into contact with the spirits, so they can ward off evil.” “Really?” “Of course really.” June said, “Then we should make offerings every day!” Mom said, “Sure! When your Grandma was alive, you know, she made offerings before every meal.”
The tianpeizi porridge was fermented with highland oats; even before you ate it you got tipsy on the fragrance alone. And the painted cakes, of course, were not the usual steamed buns. Mom used flour, eggs, and vegetable oil to make the dough, which Dad rolled out a hundred times, and Mom kneaded a hundred times. Then Mom let the dough soften in a basin overnight before slow-baking the cakes in a pan. May and June only ate them once a year, and their delicious chewiness, a little sweet and a little salty, made the children never want to swallow.
Then Mom fastened multicolored strings on their wrists, so the snakes would keep their distance. June asked why, and Mom explained that snakes were afraid of the colorful strings. Hearing this, June felt like his arm had been fortified with a fierce legion of warriors; he knew he wouldn’t fear any snake, no matter how vicious. After she had tied on the strings, Mom also stuck a willow twig in each of their pockets. Thus armed to the teeth, June began to feel a sense of mission.
May and June walked along in the fog; June kept pulling up his sleeve to look at the tricolored string. In the dim pre-dawn light it seemed both there and not, making him feel that his wrist was no longer a wrist. What was it, then? For a while he couldn’t figure it out. June wanted to ask May, but when he looked at her, he forgot what he wanted to ask, because May was playing with the sachet in her hand. Immediately June’s spirits fell; he’d forgotten his sachet under his pillow! His eyes shone as he gazed at May’s sachet, and his hand darted out. May discovered that the sachet in her hand had vanished, and looked up to see it now in June’s hand. June saw May’s expression darken, and he hurriedly raised the sachet to his nose, and took a long whiff. Seeing the sachet’s fragrance racing into June’s nostrils, May’s heart ached and she reached out to grab for it, but by the time she was midway through the motion, June had already returned it to her. May stared at June’s nose, watching the aroma buzz around in his nostrils like bees. She raised the sachet to her nose for a whiff, and sure enough, it didn’t smell as nice as before. Looking again at June, his nostrils were flexing, with only a bee’s-tail of the aroma-swarm left behind. May wanted to yell at him, but when she saw how pitiful he looked, she held it in.
Suddenly, the satchet was back in June’s hand; June leapt backward as he took another long whiff of the sachet, his nostrils flaring even larger, like caves. This riled May and she leapt in front of June, but no sooner had she touched June’s hand than the sachet had returned to hers.
“Ha, ha!” June had made May laugh. He had transformed himself into a great big nose, frozen in place, nostrils flaring and contracting. May’s heart was once again filled with pity. It was all in the family, so why not let him have a good whiff? She extended the sachet to her brother, but June shook his head. May asked, “Are you angry with your sister?” June said “No, the nice smell is already in my belly.” “Really?” “Really!” May asked, “How do you know it’s in your belly?” June told her he could see it. May said, “What a waste, all the way down there in your tummy.” June said, “It is, isn’t it? What a pity to send the nice smell down to where all the poop is. Maybe I should burp it up?” May said, “If you burp it out it’s a waste, too.” June said, “I could burp it into your nose!” June was delighted with his ingenuity. May thought it was a good idea, and she squatted in front of June, opening her mouth wide. June flexed his belly, and in waves he puffed the fragrance into his sister’s nostrils.
But June suddenly stopped; the vision of his sister with her eyes closed, sucking in her breath enthralled him. The fragrance became a tongue, kissing May on the forehead.
“Oh my, a snake!” May jumped up. June looked all over and said, “No there isn’t!” May said, “Just now, for sure a snake suddenly licked my head!” June said, “That must be the snake fairy.” “You saw it was the snake fairy?” June nodded his head. May asked, “What did it look like?” June said, “Just like a sachet!” May looked at the sachet in her hand and said, “No wonder you’re so crazy about it, it’s become a fairy!”
Making sachets is all in the ingredients. May and June went to the market especially to buy fragrant herbs. May said she wanted the nicest smelling of them all; she wanted to make June’s nose explode from the lovely fragrance. June said “What good does it do to make my nose explode with good smells? I’m not going to be your groom!” May said “Let’s blow it up anyway!” The two laughed their way to the market.
There were a lot of aromatic herbs there. May went to a stall and picked up one kind to smell, then went to another stall, sniffing her way from one end of the market to the other and back again. She’d inhaled the whole street, but couldn’t decide which was the most fragrant. May pouted, then saw an older girl choosing herbs. Her eyes followed the girl’s hands. May asked June, “Look, doesn’t she look like a new bride?” June had a look: round butt, long braid. Yup. May said, “So, what she buys must be the sweetest,” and May bought everything the other girl did.
There were voices on the mountain, but May and June couldn’t see anyone. They were shrouded in fog, as if they had returned to the womb. June thought the fog smelled sweet. And then for no reason he thought of Mom. June asked, “What do you think Mom is doing now?” May thought about it and said, “Probably making sweet cakes.” June said, “Then why do I see Mom sleeping?” May said, “Do you have some kind of long-distance vision? How on earth can you see Mom sleeping?” “Really; I see Mom sleeping.” May said, “So what is Dad doing?” June said, “Dad is sleeping too.” May said, “When we left they were obviously up, so why would they go to back to bed?” June said, “It looks like Dad is puffing a sweet fragrance into Mom.” “Do you mean Dad took Mom’s sachet, too?” “I guess so.”
Suddenly, June cried, “That’s my sachet!” and turned to run home. May lunged at him like an eagle snatching up a chicken, “If you leave me here, what am I going to do?” June told her that he’d come right back after he got his sachet. May looked at June, took off the sachet around her neck and gave it to June, saying, “I’ll give you mine.” June hesitated, and didn’t move. May put it on for him. June, seeing that May no longer had a sachet on her chest, became gloomy: she looked forlorn, like the barren stem of a picked flower. But he didn’t have it in him to return the sachet to May. June wondered why people love sweet smells so much? Is it the nose that likes it, or the person?
Then they went to choose colored strings, a skein here, a skein there; it seemed like the street was a great big wrist. Each of them gripped 20 cents in one hand. Like bees they sniffed here and smelled there, but they couldn’t bring themselves to spend it. Their hesitation lasted until the market was about to disperse, and they finally had no choice but to let their money go. Each of them now grasped five lengths of colored string. Their beauty was to die for.
On the way back, June asked May, “Tell me, whose bride is the prettiest?” May said, “Yours is!” June said, “I’m serious.” “What do you think?” June said, “Tell me, isn’t it the street’s bride?” May was taken aback, looked at June, and asked why. June said, “He had so many strings on his arm, so many sachets around his neck, and so many herbs all over him. If not his, then whose?” May’s eyes got as big as gongs as they locked onto June’s face; she laughed and said, “That is just weird; only you could come up with such a weird thing to say! How could a street have a bride? If a street could marry a girl, what kind of girl would be a good match for him?” June said, “You would; I know you wish you were his match.” May laughed out loud, “Then your sister would be the happiest girl in the world!” June said, “That would make me the street’s brother-in-law.” May answered, “Then we’d have sachets and strings forever!”
The fog was still following them. June tried hard to make his eyes push the fog away. The fog’s shroud expanded outward like a balloon. At the edges of the foggy shroud, June saw people like little spots. He said to his sister, “Look, they’re already up on the mountain!” May said, “Those little monkeys! They really made an early start of it!” With that, the two of them quickened their pace almost to a run.
When they came upon a ridge at the edge of a field, June asked, “Isn’t this wormwood?” May came over for a look, and it was, after all. Each wormwood stalk was covered with dewdrops like peas, like so many eyes open wide. May looked up at the mountain and said, “I wonder why they didn’t see this?” June said it’s because they didn’t look down around their feet. May asked him why not, and June said it must not have occurred to them. May felt June was right, and looking at him approvingly, said, “So how did you know to look down around your feet?” June said, “At first I was only thinking of the mountaintop, too. I don’t know what made me look down.” May said, “Those people up there sure went to a lot of trouble for nothing.” June said, “But I still want to go up the mountain!” May asked, “Why? Don’t we have wormwood right here?” June said, “I want to see everybody picking wormwood, and I want to pick it with them.” May said, “Isn’t it good enough to watch your sister gather it?” June said, “Where’s the fun in seeing one person gathering wormwood?” May said, “But what if our luck is bad and we run into a snake on the way?” June said, “Don’t we have the colored strings on? Didn’t we eat the colored buns from the sacrificial offering?” May said, “Okay then, let’s go on up.” May thought to herself that she wanted to go up there, too. Why is it that people want so much to go to the top of a mountain? Wormwood right at our feet, and still we want to go up there.
When May sewed sachets, June picked on her. “Ooh! Sewing sachets for her groom! Sewing sachets for her groom!” May chased after June to smack him. June was shouting as he ran, “Raise a hen and you can have eggs; marry an official and you can go up to the county!” But May couldn’t catch June; even she thought it was strange. Usually she could tackle him after only a few strides. Actually, she had her reasons; she did not want to catch him. She just liked chasing. To tell the truth, she liked seeing June running and shouting that nonsense. So embarrassing! June ran for a bit and then stopped, sticking his butt out at May and slapping it with his hand, then ran some more, stopped, and slapped his butt again. May wanted to die of embarrassment, so she pretended to be angry and went back to the house. She locked the door so June couldn’t get in. He stood outside promising her over and over again he would never bully her again. May was delighted; she liked it when June comforted her like this. In the past whenever he teased her, May would pounce on him like a cat on a mouse and twist his ear until he begged for mercy. But she didn’t like that anymore; she felt that hiding behind the door listening to June’s oaths was a beautiful thing.
Halfway up the mountain, June couldn’t keep up; he said “Sister, can’t you go a little slower? I can’t walk anymore!” May looked backed at him and smiled. At that moment May discovered that an opening had formed in the shroud of fog, and through it she saw the village sitting there, looking like a sachet. A flavor appeared on her tongue – it was the sweet porridge Mom had steaming in the pot. May wanted to go back home, but they didn’t have enough of the wormwood. A whole year of good fortune depended on it. She called to June to hurry, but instead he simply squatted where he was.
“Yikes! A snake!” May suddenly cried out and started to run. June chased her with all his might; in a short time he had passed May, and was turning his head back, yelling at her to hurry up. After running for a while, May’s legs stopped taking orders, and she simply squatted on the path, laughing heartily. June turned his head and saw May sitting there laughing. Gasping for breath, he asked her, “Are you sure you really saw a snake?” May said she really did. June asked her what it looked like. May said, “It looked like you!” June said, “I think it probably looked more like you! You’re one of those beautiful girl snakes!” May said, “Didn’t you say you were worn out? How come you ran so fast you passed your sister?” June knew she had seen right through him – one moment I couldn’t take another step, he thought, then May cried snake, and suddenly I could run faster than my big sister!
“Yikes! A snake!” May just sat there without moving, but June ran a few strides as if there were really a snake. When he turned his head back to look at May, she was still sitting there. May said, “Mom told me that snakes are spiritual beings; as long as you don’t hurt them, they won’t bite. She said the real poisonous snakes are in people’s hearts.“ June said, “That’s Mom spouting nonsense! How could people have poisonous snakes in their hearts?” “Mom says everyone has a lot of poisonous snakes in their hearts, and every last one knows how to conceal themselves so that people can’t even find the ones in their own hearts.” June believed her, and so he started looking in his heart. He looked for some time but found nothing. In the end he realized that the problem wasn’t whether there were snakes or not, but that he wasn’t even sure where his heart was. He asked May, and she couldn’t say for sure, either. So, now June had another question to ponder.
Mom says you sew sachets into the shape of a heart: you attach three-colored tassels to the thick end and five-colored tassels to the tip. Usually, the sachets were for new brides to send to their new parents-in-law. June’s family had no brides, so there were only Mom and Elder Sister to make them. This always made May and June a little regretful. But May could see farther than June. She said, “It doesn’t matter; when Mom was young wasn’t she the bride of our family?” June was deeply impressed with May. He said, “Right, but whose bride was Mom?” This made May laugh out loud; “Whose do you think?” June thought about it but couldn’t come up with an answer. May said, “It’s Dad, you silly! Mom was Dad’s bride, who else could it be?” Suddenly it was all clear to June. If that’s how it was, then Mom and Dad were a lot more interesting. This year May tried her hand at making a couple sachets. Mom said, “The sooner you make sachets, the sooner matchmakers will notice! If you don’t learn, no one will come.” May’s face went red and she gave Mom a smack. Mom said, “With men you look for character, with girls you look for skill, and skill is learned with practice.” So May practiced, and she gradually joined some pieces of colored fabric in her hands.
But June quickly forgot about his question, because May saw a real snake. June could tell from May’s expression that she wasn’t kidding this time. May quickly but calmly slid over to June’s side, hugged him to her chest, held his hand tightly, and then using her lips pointed June’s gaze toward the tufts of grass beside them. June looked and saw a ring. Brother and sister used their hands to discuss what to do. June said, “Don’t we have the colored strings on our arms? Didn’t we eat the colored buns for the sacrificial offering?” May said, “Didn’t Mom say as long as you don’t hurt them they won’t bite?” June said “Didn’t Mom say the real snakes are in men’s hearts? Surely that tuft of grass isn’t a heart, or people’s hearts aren’t tufts of grass?” May said, “The snakes in people’s hearts are the poisonous ones, so probably this one isn’t poisonous.” June’s body loosened up, then his lower abdomen got hot. May shot a glance at June, and his face was all snakes.
Just then, the ring began to turn, both slowly and quickly. By the time they figured out it was getting farther away as it rotated, May and June were each aware of a fragrance coming from the other that was a hundred times sweeter than what came from the sachets. Finally, when the ring had wound its way to what looked like a safe distance, May and June’s gazes met, and then turned into water flowing in two places: one was their palms, the other was June’s pant leg.
Mom taught May how to use a needle and thimble. For the first time May felt the joy of pushing the needle with the thimble, the joy of punching needles through fabric, and the joy of joining two pieces of fabric into one. As May sewed, June lay prone on the platform bed and watched. It was strange, how such a slender thing like a needle could have an eye on one end that you could pass a thread through. Under the needle’s guidance, the thread could enter fabric, and by spirals and spirals of thread, fabric was joined to fabric to finally become what Mom called a “heart.” Fascinating. He itched to have a try and asked May for the needle and thread: “Let me try it!” Mom said, “Boys shouldn’t touch needles.” June asked why and Mom said, smiling, “Boys use big needles.” June asked, “What are big needles?” Mom said, “You’ll know when you get older.” June went back and lay on the platform bed, where he tried to picture a big needle. How big are they? May was using Mom’s thimble, and it was big and loose and wiggly, so it was hard to prevent the needle from slipping off. The needle punctured May’s skin, and blood began to ooze out. May’s face contorted with pain. June anxiously ran to get a bandage, but Mom just sat there like always. Mom said, “You have to bleed a little when you get started.” June thought this sounded a little unkind. Then he looked at the needle in Mom’s hand, as obedient as an adopted son; why was it so docile in Mom’s hand?
They had almost made it to the top of the mountain, and May and June felt that everyone was more beautiful than ever before – even those they usually hated so much they refused to look at them. June told May of this discovery, quietly asking, “Why do I not hate Decheng when I look at him now?” May said quietly back, “Me neither.”
“Oooh! Doesn’t June look like a new groom!” Decheng said. Everybody chimed in. Decheng said, “He even has a bride with him, with a red string on her neck.” June was part embarrassed, part angry, but he didn’t lose his temper. May said “We just saw a snake.” Disheng said, “Really?” June proudly answered, “Of course really!” Disheng said, “Don’t brag, if you really had, you would have pissed your pants.” June’s face went red. May came to the rescue and said, “You’re the one who would have peed his pants; if it had been you, you probably would have died of fright.” Disheng said, “If it was me I would have grabbed it and roasted it for lunch.” May said, “You’re full of it.” Disheng said, “If you don’t believe me bring me one and you’ll see.” Baiyun said, “Shut your stinking mouth, my Grandma says snakes have spirits, they can hear you. My Grandma also said snakes don’t bite people from good houses.” Disheng asked, “What does ‘people from good houses’ mean?” Baiyun said, “It means people from families who do good things all their lives, and don’t eat meat, and don’t eat things that smell bad.” Baiyun continued, “My Grandma said when the village was infested with snakes, people tried to come up with all kinds of ways to seal their doors and windows, but the snakes would crawl right up into their quilts, and a lot of people died from snakebite. Only Goodman Li slept every night with his door wide open, and the snakes never went after him.” June said, “Really?” Baiyun said, “My Grandma said so, it couldn’t be more true.” She stepped forward to have a look at June’s sachet.
“Take it if you like it.” June never imagined he would say something so generous! Baiyun gazed at June in astonishment, as if she had just seen the sun rise from the west. June continued, “If you like it, just take it.” Baiyun said “Really?” May coughed a few times. But June said, “Really!” and as he spoke he took off the sachet and gave it to Baiyun. Baiyun hesitantly received it, as if she didn’t deserve it, or as if she didn’t believe he meant it.
“Oooh! Baiyun is June’s girl! Baiyun is June’s girl!” Disheng and Decheng were clapping and shouting. The sun was rising in the faces of June and Baiyun.
Dad had June grind the fragrant herbs. June took up the pestle, but the herbs mischievously leapt out of the mortar. May said, “Let me try.” Dad said, “This is no work for girls.” May asked, “Why?” Dad said, “No reason.” May’s lips curled into a smirk: “If there’s no reason then why not let me grind?” Dad grabbed the pestle and demonstrated for June that the herbs were not naughty at all. June tried again and they jumped right out like before. May said, “Just that little bit of herbs, and June still manages to mess it up.” Dad gathered the herbs that had jumped out as he spoke: “It did the same thing when I was learning; you have to get a feel for it; it’s impossible to explain.” Hearing that it had been the same for Dad, June ground with renewed confidence so that the herbs in the mortar flew around like crazy; he ground and ground until the herbs finally submitted. June was puzzled. When you ground carefully, the herbs would jump away, but when you had at them like there’s no tomorrow without worrying about them jumping out, they stopped flying out. This discovery made June so excited it felt like electricity was coursing through his scalp, as if someone had reached in and suddenly opened up a bunch of windows in his heart. June looked at May and saw envy written all over her face. It made June feel for his sister: “Some things you will never be able to do.” Suddenly it occurred to him that there were two camps in the family, he and Dad on one side and May and Mom on the other. Look, Mom teaches sister embroidery but doesn’t let me try. Now Dad is teaching me to hold the pestle, but won’t let May touch it. Could it be that the pestle is the “big needle” Mom was talking about?
May hopelessly gazed at June grinding herbs and eventually began to feel that this business had nothing to do with her, and she took up her colored cloth and started to sew sachets. As June pumped the pestle up and down, the house filled with a sweet fragrance.
The fog gradually lifted. The people on the mountain perked up, like fish coming to the surface of the water. June looked all about him and his heart welled up so much with the beauty of it all that he wasn’t sure what to do. June looked down the mountain and saw the village laying curled up like a cat. Wisps of smoke from the cottages reached to the sky like whiskers. Were Mom and Dad still sleeping? He thought it was a pity that Mom and Dad couldn’t see this beauty that made his heart want to burst.
Looking like a sachet, the sun peeped over the east peak unnoticed. The mountain is celebrating Duanyang Festival, too, so it has its own sachet, June thought. Then he looked again at the others. They were all bent over, busily cutting wormwood. June asked May, “Why don’t we wait until the sun dries the dew off the wormwood before we cut it?” May said, “We have to cut the wormwood right when the sun is rising; this way the wormwood has both the sun eggs and the dew eggs. The sun eggs are the sons of the sky; the dew eggs are the daughters of the earth. Only when we have both will we have Good Fortune.” Hearing May say this, June squatted down to get the knife out of the basket and prepared to cut wormwood. But June couldn’t bring himself to go through with it. When the sun shone on the amber dewdrops on the wormwood, it made him feel like they were no longer dew, but the offspring of the sun. June understood why May called the sun and the dewdrops “eggs.” With a single cut, a whole lot of sun eggs would die. May said, “What are you waiting for? Cut them as soon as the dewdrops wake!” June said, “I can’t do it!” May asked why; June said, “I feel sorry for them!” May burst out laughing, “I thought you felt sorry for the wormwood! You’re such a dunce! What is there to feel sorry about with dewdrops? If you don’t cut them down, they’ll die in the sunshine anyway! It’s their fate. Anyway, they won’t really die; they’ll come back to life tomorrow morning, after all.” June realized she was right, and his heart filled with adoration for May. He was amazed that she could say such wise things.
But June still couldn’t do it. May laughed at him again, saying, “If you feel so sorry for them, you can shake them off and let them gradually go to sleep on the ground. Get moving!” June thought that was a good idea, and he set about shaking them. A shiver seized June’s heart: from the first shake, June realized that the death of every kind of beauty was but a simple matter. For the first time he realized the unreliability of beauty. And it was none other than his own hand that made this beauty die. June gazed at his hands, and felt that they were not just hands, but that they contained something unfathomable. What was it? No matter how hard he thought he couldn’t come up with an answer. But he couldn’t leave it at that – how can it be that I don’t even understand my own hands? For the first time, June began to doubt himself.
June started cutting wormwood. As he cut he gradually forgot about the dewdrops, and about the hands. June quickly immersed himself into yet another beauty – cutting. As the blade sliced across the ground, the wormwood fell satisfyingly into his hand, as if it had been waiting for him all along. June remembered Dad once saying, “Gathering wormwood is like gathering good fortune”, and he felt endless good fortune falling into his arms, like a tide coming in.
Everyone on the mountain was gathering good fortune.
Such beauty!
Mom taught May how to put the fragrant herbs into the sachets: sprinkle the herbs evenly on a fresh cotton boll, then stuff the cotton into the sachet, and sew it shut. Mom said this way the sachet is both bulging and fragrant. June asked, “Why do we want it to bulge?” Mom laughed and said, “You and your questions! Why don’t you tell me why it should bulge?” June said, “Have sister say.” May said, “It’s not my question!” June said, “If they bulge, then May’s husband will like them.” May gave June a smack, and Mom laughed so hard she couldn’t close her mouth. June said, “It looks like Disheng is interested in Sis.” Mom said “Really? Would you like Disheng as a brother-in-law?” June said, “No! He’s not an official!” Mom said, “So when you grow up, study hard and become an official for us yourself.” June said, “Sure I will! And when I become an official I’ll have Sister marry me!” May immediately hid her head in the quilt. Mom laughed out loud. June said, “I’m not kidding; Dad keeps saying ‘Our fertile water mustn’t flow into others’ fields,’ so why should Sis marry into another family?” Mom said, “You don’t understand the ways of the world. There are some things you can’t have to yourself, and you mustn’t. Giving them to others is good fortune. That’s why your Grandma always said, ‘Be willing to part with things, and good things will come to you. The more precious something is to you, the more you must be willing to part with it’ The old man in heaven set down this rule.” June said, “This old man in heaven, is he some kind of fool?” Mom said, “Nothing could be further from the truth.”
When mother earth’s daughters had been completely harvested from the wormwood, everyone put away their knives. June stood up and noticed that the dewdrops had made his sister’s printed jacket looked like a waterfall. His sister took the wormwood he had cut, tied it into a bunch with grass, and gave it back to him. Then she used grass to wipe the mud off the knives. The cleaned knife blades flashed under the sunlight. May turned the blade so the reflection fell on June’s face. He didn’t know why, but he felt just then that his sister looked like a wormwood stalk; if she was really wormwood, who would come to harvest her? June frightened himself with this idea; if she was harvested, wouldn’t that mean she’d be dead? But everyone thinks death is a kind of good fortune, otherwise why would everybody come up the mountain to cut wormwood? June was stumped again.
On the way back, June noticed that the others had cut more wormwood than he and his sister had. There aren’t enough kids in our family, he thought. Suddenly he wondered, why don’t Mom and Dad come up and cut wormwood? He asked May, and she said “Because Mom and Dad aren’t youths and maids.” June asked “What does ‘youths and maids’ mean?” May thought it over, and said, “Maybe it means a kind of maid”? June thought that couldn’t be right, obviously we’re just kids, how could we be maids? June asked, “Why can’t you cut wormwood if you’re not a maid?” May said, “How should I know? Dad said it like this, ‘The ones who climb the mountain and cut wormwood, are all youths and maids.’” June worked this through his brain. “No, that’s not right. ‘Youths and maids’ means people who haven’t become brides and grooms.” May was astonished at what June said. She looked back at all the people on the road and realized it was true. She looked at June, and June’s expression was one of anticipation. May made a stirring gesture to express her praise, and June felt a childlike pride and joy. He also felt an un-childlike regret.
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Common People
I
magine – if you will – that you are a large bird, hovering over the town of Jujiu on 20 April 1998. You would have seen the county’s deputy-mayor, Li Yaojun, getting unexpectedly promoted to legal-political commissar; Chen Mingyi, a secondary school teacher, smashing his head on the ground outside a department store; Li Xilan’s husband heading off (and not for the first time) to Beijing to get his impotence treated; a team of migrant workers digging a pit in the road outside the park; and Feng Botao – accountant at the Linye Hostel – suggesting a game of chess to Ho Lao’er, a security guard in the local building society. And if you had been asked to arrange these disparate pieces of information in order of importance, you would probably have placed the final fact at the bottom of the pile.
Feng Botao trailed behind, as he always did. Ho walked in front, both hands behind his back. He puckered his lips sardonically when he encountered someone he knew, as if to say: “Pathetic, isn’t he?” I thought this was okay; I can’t think of a way round it. The townspeople of Jujiu understood the dynamic between Feng and Ho perfectly: it was as the moon is to the earth, or the earth to the sun. Today, though, there was something unsettling about the sight of the two of them together. There was a strange, bladelike glitter to Feng’s eyes – as if he were escorting Ho down to the underworld. But No one could tell Ho he was about to die, just like you can’t tell a driver that he’s about to have an accident.
So all passers-by passed by, and Feng and Ho made their way to the lakeside. Ho settled his corpulent form on a stool, while Feng poured a plastic bag of chess pieces onto a stone chess board and carefully set them out. This was Ho’s last chance to read the expression on Feng’s face, but he saw only humility. He told Feng to start, and his opponent dutifully moved his cannon out. Feng had lost count of how many times he had tried this opening and of how many times he had sworn to abandon it. A sense of solemn finality overwhelmed him; the presentiment that today was the last time he would play it. Fuck you, he suddenly thought. Ho responded by moving his knight forward, as usual. After a few more moves, Feng drifted into a daydream: he was walking silently through a crowd of people asking him whether he had won. He looked to Ho for an answer; his opponent gave only a knowing smile. Its flash of contempt brought a flush to Feng’s face.
After a few brisk exchanges, Feng played the move that he had rehearsed the previous evening: As Ho’s hand paused over the board, Feng set his face into an expression of magnanimous victory. “Come on,” he hurried his opponent. Ho glanced at him and gave a strange, unnerving laugh – the sound of scissors skittering over sheet iron. Feng snapped out of his trance; he had already tried out his new move, he now remembered, one Mid-Autumn Festival several years ago. The game advanced, move-for-move, exactly as it had back then; even the casualties were identical. It was as if he were stuck in a time warp.
Ho, the eternal victor, made one more move and Feng’s position disintegrated irremediably. “This is our last game,” Ho pronounced. Usually, Feng’s response was abject; today he coolly agreed: “All right.” Slightly discombobulated by Feng’s composure, Ho made a few more swift, careless moves, watched his opponent reluctantly react to them, then left without completing the checkmate. Feng sat stock-still, as if paralysed.
Ho’s bloated, maggot-like form shuffled slowly home. As he searched for his keys outside his front door, Feng caught up with him. Again, witnesses noted the glitter in Feng’s eyes, except that this time, Ho saw it too. Somehow, though, he felt he couldn’t ask if Feng was planning to kill him.
“One more game.” Feng rattled the pieces in the plastic bag. Bystanders noted Ho’s discomfort, his attempt to make excuses. But eventually, he allowed himself to be hustled inside.
Seven citizens of Jujiu witnessed Feng enter Ho’s house at five o’clock that evening; No one saw what time he left. Ho (a widower) was discovered dead at nine o’clock by another security guard picking him up for his shift. On the street outside, a long queue of ants had formed under the lamppost; the air smelt freshly of death. Ho was lying, face down, over his dining table. The back of his head was covered with a white towel stained red in the centre, like the Japanese flag.
At eleven o’clock that evening, Feng (also a widower) quietly unlocked his own door. Hundreds of fingers seemed to be pointing at him out of the dark. He staggered backwards but they still pursued him. The valuables in his hand fell to the ground.
Feng claimed that he had left Ho’s residence at six o’clock that evening. “You should play to win,” Ho had told him, seeing him out with a pat on the shoulder. After six o’clock, he had taken his usual evening stroll around the perimeter of the park. This detail was Feng’s undoing.
“Did anyone see you?” the police interrogator asked him. “I didn’t notice,” Feng replied. “I was only thinking about chess.” “So you just kept walking around the park?” “Yes.” “How many times?” “Once or twice.” “You’re lying. They’ve dug up the concrete.” “Yes, I noticed.” “Where?”
Feng had no answer to that. For four or five days, he was forced to squat, to stand on one leg, or was deprived of sleep. Through it all, he heard only one word: “Confess.” The mesmerising quality of the repetition almost broke his childish defiance but he somehow managed to resist. Surrender, he knew, would mean death.
On the seventh day, the new Commissar, Li Yaojun, arrived to take over as chief interrogator. “Look at me,” he said. Feng slowly raised his head: a ray of cold afternoon light fell onto his forehead. He immediately looked back down. Li repeated his command. Feng tried, but failed, to avoid the Commissar’s gaze. He began to feel like a naked woman in a room full of voyeurs and his body went into spasm, rattling his chains. Li continued to lock eyes with him, like a lion with its claws poised over a victim.
Eventually, Feng broke. Though his first attempt at an admission of guilt was rather garbled – as if suffering from stage fright – the second was more audible, and the murderous sharpness in Li’s eyes melted into tenderness. “I killed Ho Lao’er,” Feng repeated. “I’ve also embezzled 3,000 yuan from the state, and stolen a hundred yuan from a blind fortune teller and…” Li left the room. By the time the police interrogator had taken his place, Feng was filled with anti-climax.
“So, how did you kill Ho?” the interrogator asked. “With a kitchen knife.” “No.” “With an axe.” “No.” “With a truncheon.” “You’re getting warmer.” “A hammer.” “And where was he when you hit him?” “Standing up.” “Have another go.” “Sitting down.”
To Feng, his interrogator was like a spoilt child whose every whim he wanted to satisfy. But there were a few things Feng just couldn’t get right, such as where he had hidden the key to the building society vault or the murder weapon. However hard he tried, he couldn’t guess what he’d done with it.
The investigation dragged on for six months (confession following retraction following confession) until the untimely death of Li Xilan’s husband. On returning from his third, fruitless trip to Beijing, despairing of a cure for his impotence, he threw himself under a train. With no need to worry about her reputation any longer, Li Xilan swore – on her knees in front of the office of the district prosecutor – that Feng Botao had been with her between six and nine o’clock on the evening of 20 April.
The public prosecutor sent Feng’s file along with Li Xilan’s testimony back down to the county police, with four comments attached. First, the motive was unconvincing; second, the murder weapon had not been found; third, the confession was full of contradictions; fourth, the suspect had an alibi. That evening, Li and a few of his retainers went looking for Li Xilan. He slammed her testimony down on a table and struck it with a rifle butt. “What were you doing with Feng Botao on the evening of 20 April between six and nine?” “You know.” “What?” “Having sex.” “How d’you know it was 20 April?” “My period had just finished, I ringed the date on my calendar.” “You can go to prison for perjury.” “I’m telling the truth.” “We had this case sewn up, you whore. You’ve messed everything up. And got me in trouble with my bosses.”
At this point, Li Xilan wet herself. “Take her away,” Li said. Two policemen picked her up, one under each arm, as if she were a paraplegic. She was fully incontinent before she was released a week later. “Your evidence is worthless,” a policeman told her. “You’ve no one else to prove you were having sex that night. If anyone could say they were having sex whenever they wanted, what kind of a mess would China be in?”
Li had started out as a village cadre, slowly hauling himself up the political food-chain: to deputy village head, deputy Party secretary, village head, Party secretary, then township head, secretary of the township Party branch, head of judiciary and head of transport. Finally, aged forty-five, he had been promoted to deputy-mayor of the county. He’d only got the commissar promotion because his predecessor had died not long after getting the job, and his bosses had decided to give him a chance. On taking up his new post, he had sworn that no homicide would go unsolved. He didn’t want to release Feng, but neither could he keep him locked up, so he rang the District Commissar and begged him to get public security to call a meeting to discuss the case.
“There isn’t enough evidence,” the District Commissar told him. “What’s wrong with what we’ve given you?” “He won’t get the death penalty.” “Well, give him a suspended sentence.” “He won’t get that, either.” “Just lock him up for twenty years, then. I’m sure he did it. I’d swear on my rank.”
Feng Botao, rotting in jail, had no idea that he was being bargained over like a cabbage. When he learnt that the court would be trying his case on 22 November, he was sure that this was the end. He ate his dinner and masturbated long and hard, fantasising about Li Xilan.
But a well-connected lawyer got him out before it came to that. His wrists, released of their handcuffs, felt suddenly cold. Without shackles, he felt light as a feather – as if the slightest wind might carry him off. As he left the prison, he looked up at the deep blue sky, stretching out to the horizon like a shard of curved tile. He glanced back: at the black characters on the white sign over the entrance; at the glass-tiled roof over the iron door; at the grey brick walls. A sentry box nestled amid white poplars; a green-uniformed policeman, toting a submachine gun, paced back and forth outside. Anxious to get out of his line of fire, Feng quickly got into a taxi parked nearby and collapsed, weeping, into Li Xilan’s soft chest.
On the journey home, Feng more or less kept himself together; he even noted the existence of a new furniture store and the motorbikes they passed. But he broke down as soon as he got home; the thick dust over every surface reminded him of the desolation of the past seven months. Li Xilan had him put on a saline drip, and for two days he ran a high temperature. As he passed in and out of consciousness, he was vaguely aware of someone telling him he had important visitors. When the fever receded, he was convulsed by shivers. Finally, he craved food and drink: now pears, now stuffed rolls. Eventually, only the sight of Li Xilan’s breasts calmed him down.
Feng Botao slept and woke up feeling much better. A team of visitors burst in unannounced – Li Yaojun, the Chief of Public Security, the Director of Prosecutions. While Feng shrank back into his sickbed, Li seized him by the shoulder. Glancing nervously at him, Feng saw a tear forcing its way out of the Commissar’s eye. Li was gazing compassionately at him, as if Feng were a wounded younger brother home from the wars. “You’ve been wronged,” Li began, his voice husky with emotion. He produced an envelope: “This is four thousand yuan from the government, compensation for the 210 days you spent in prison.” Feng nervously touched the envelope lid. Thrusting it at him, Li quickly produced another package: “Here’s another seven thousand yuan – your salary for the last seven months.” Lost for words, Feng watched Li pull out one more envelope: “And here’s a sympathy collection that the police put together: ten thousand yuan.” When Feng tried to stagger out of bed, Li reached out a hand to steady him. “It’s too much,” Feng protested.
“Don’t be silly.” Li stuffed the third package under his pillow. “How can I ever thank you?” Feng mumbled. “Just concentrate on getting better,” Li replied. The delegation left, without touching the tea that had been poured for them. At the door, though, Li suddenly turned back around, as if he had just remembered something. “You know what reporters are like these days; always nosing about for stories for their shitty papers.” “I know,” Feng answered.
Under cover of darkness, several reporters did indeed pay Feng a visit. After ignoring them for a while, he felt he should at least open the door. “No interviews. My decision. If you write any rubbish about me, I’ll throw myself off your building.”
“We’re on your side,” one of them said.
“Get lost,” Feng replied.
Feng became very uneasy when he learnt, subsequently, that Li Yaojun had been demoted. Whenever he passed him on the street, he couldn’t look him in the eye. Feng also knew that he’d only been released because Chen Mingyi from the local secondary school had confessed to Ho’s murder, so it was Chen he really ought to thank for his survival. Bearing this in mind, Feng paid for some of the hospital treatment that Chen Mingyi’s father needed.
Chen Mingyi had been arrested in the middle of November. Three days in a row he had stolen Maotai – one of China’s most expensive spirits – from the local supermarket. On the fourth day, he was caught in the act. He was a slight, highly strung man, and the team at the police substation quickly terrified him into admitting several other thefts. After being transferred to the criminal investigations team, he swiftly confessed to Ho Lao’er’s murder as well.
According to his file, Chen Mingyi’s criminal activities began on 20 April. That day, after a meeting at the hospital, he had walked in a trancelike state to the department store, knelt outside and begun to smash his head on the pavement. People crowded around and asked what was wrong. His father’s breath smelt of urine, he told them. “So what?” they replied. “He needs dialysis.” What’s dialysis, they wanted to know. “Something that costs a lot of money.” Everyone vanished. Having driven away most of the department store’s custom, Chen proceeded to get drunk. At some point that afternoon, he watched a navy blue security van speed past, and Feng Botao and Ho Lao’er head off to the lakeside together. “Where’s his sense of dignity?” he heard Ho say.
Here was a solution, Chen felt. It was fate. He went home, washed his face, made a plan, washed his face again, then left for Ho’s house with a hammer. On his way over, he saw Feng Botao walking in the opposite direction, looking preoccupied. Ho must be on his own, Chen thought. He sat down, wrapped his shoes in plastic bags like a deliveryman, put a pair of thick safety gloves on, and checked for the hammer in his pocket. Adrenaline made him meticulous. On reaching Ho’s house, he took a deep breath, opened the door and discovered Ho dozing face-down on the dining table.
“Lend me some money,” he said.
Ho twisted his fleshy head slightly to look at him, opened his eyes vaguely, and went back to sleep.
“Lend me some money,” Chen repeated.
Ho got angry: “Can’t you see I’m trying to sleep? Get lost.” He lay his head back down on the table. Chen Mingyi took a few steps backwards, paused for about ten seconds, then charged forward and struck the back of Ho’s head with the hammer. Ho shuddered, then went back to sleep with a grunt. Chen Mingyi fetched a towel from the kitchen to cover his head then struck him about another dozen times until the blood began to show through.
There wasn’t much money in the house, but Chen eventually found the key to the building society vault. His next plan was to kill the duty guard and raid the vault, but halfway there, one of his trouserlegs began to feel rather heavy. Was Ho tugging on his leg? he wondered, shivering. He looked down and discovered he had pissed himself. He ran home, mewling.
“Why didn’t you use a kitchen knife?” the interrogator asked him. “He would have screamed if I hadn’t killed him straight away.” “What about an axe?” “Too heavy. A hammer was quicker and easier. I thought it all through beforehand. A hammer was best for killing a big man like Ho. I needed to take him by surprise and get the job done quickly.”
Chen Mingyi, the interrogator now saw, seemed to be enjoying his confession, as if he were an actor in part. “You’d never committed a crime before.” the interrogator now asked. “Why did you decide to murder him?”
“I thought I’d need at least twenty or thirty thousand yuan. You don’t get that without murdering someone. And if you’ve decided to murder someone, you have to act fast. There’s no way back.”
“Why didn’t you kill anyone else?”
“I lost my nerve. I couldn’t sleep.”
“How about now?”
“I feel much better now, talking about it.”
Eventually, after losing his way several times, Chen Mingyi guided his interrogators to a stagnant pond. After some migrant labourers had emptied it, the police discovered a hammer and a key in the silt at the bottom. Chen Mingyi was formally arrested, quickly tried and sentenced to death.
Once Chen Mingyi had been moved to a tiny cell – five or six paces by seven or eight – on death row, his morale broke. Every day he spent with his face pressed to the bars, weeping. His grief was contagious, and soon all the other prisoners were crying in chorus. The guard thought there was something unusual about his crying: most people in the cells wept from terror, but there was a tenderness in Chen’s sobs. One sunny day, the guard led Chen Mingyi – now pale and trembling with malnutrition – to his cubicle and offered him a cup of wine. “Who are you crying for?” he asked. “My father,” Chen answered. “I heard what you did for your father,” the guard sighed. “You’re the most educated person here, too. What a waste.” “I had no choice,” Chen said. “How come?” the guard asked. “The doctor told me that uremia destroys families. Far richer families than ours had been broken by it, he said. If the urine can’t leave the system, it’ll poison the body; my father needed a kidney transplant, or second best, dialysis. If you’re lucky, the treatment costs one hundred thousand a year, two or three hundred thousand if you’re not. The school lent me a bit, and so did my relatives; even my students chipped in. But it was gone in no time.”
“So you turned to crime?” “Robbery and murder.” “Why didn’t you just let him go? We’ve all got to die some day.” “I couldn’t kill my father.” “I didn’t say kill him. I said let him go.” “Letting him die would be murder. I owe everything to my father, he even sold his own blood for me. How could I let him down? He’s only 49 – younger than you.”
The prison guard took Chen Mingyi’s hand and pushed up his sleeve: “You’ve sold your blood too.”
“Even when I was at school, I already felt I could never pay my father back. Every day I read the Classic of Filial Piety. If I were the emperor of China or a prince, I thought, I could repay him like an emperor or a prince. But I was just an ordinary person. Then again, Confucius said that anyone could be filial – it didn’t matter whether they were an emperor or a beggar.”
The prison guard grunted his assent.
“Confucius also said,” Chen went on, “that as long as you were frugal, your parents would live long lives. But these days, you need money to be filial. If I only eat a bread roll every day, will that help my father get better? And Heaven is supposed to take pity on the truly filial. Do you remember that Han dynasty story about Jiangshi? He walked two miles every day to fetch river water for his mother to drink, so Heaven brought the river up to their house. Or there’s the legend about Wang Xiang, who lay down naked on the ice to catch fish for his stepmother. So Heaven cracked the ice and two red carp leapt out. I’ve dug fresh thunder god vine and researched endless Chinese medicine prescriptions, and all that’s happened is my father’s got worse.”
“But Confucius also said that sometimes it was all right to give up. Like I said, we’ve all got to die sometime. You can’t make your father immortal. You tried your best.”
“If my father had a terminal illness,” Chen answered, “then I would have given up. But he hasn’t. I couldn’t leave him in the hospital to die.”
The guard sighed. “But the Classics also say that you should respect other people’s elders like you respect your own. You shouldn’t kill other people to keep your father alive.”
Chen Mingyi slowly drank his wine. “I don’t care who I have to kill to keep my father alive.”
The execution took place on a crisp winter’s day. As he escorted Chen to the ground, the guard urged him to have a drink. Chen wanted to know how his father was. The guard rang the hospital. Eventually, a doctor picked up. “He’s dead,” he told the guard.
The guard walked out in front of the firing squad: “He’s a bit better. He’s reading the newspaper.” Tears streamed down Chen’s face.
Afterwards, the guard went to the hospital and, on making enquiries, discovered that Chen Mingyi’s father had died like a pampered pot-plant. The doctors said that, like a plant, he would have withered without nourishment. But he had been watered every day. At one point, a thin man trailing behind a rather busty woman had come and paid for some of his treatment. But after that – no one. “All good things must come to an end,” the guard thought.
So here we are, still hovering idly over Jujiu, greedily hoping for the scent of death. If we stay there long enough, we’ll see Li Yaojun getting appointed chairman of the Political Consultative Conference; an employee at the supermarket sighing that only an idiot would steal the same overpriced alcohol from the same shop for four days in a row; and Feng Botao, accountant at the Linye Hostel, happily fucking Li Xilan – day in, day out. “Where’s that ring you promised me?” Li Xilan asks one day, after they’re done. It seems that Feng Botao has forgotten. “You’re a bastard,” Li Xilan sobs. “You cheated Chen Mingyi and you’ve cheated me. You’re a bastard.”
Translated by Julia Lovell
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Elephant
Towering o’er the earth above the Asiatic ash
a grey-cloaked majesty straddles the border of Xishuangbanna and Laos
last bastion of the jungle monolith endowed by the Sculptor
with tragic mien hidden diamonds, melancholy eyes
ivory-inlaid crescent tusks folds concealing ancient Pattra sutras
massive feet, ponderous as lead seals he surveys his ancestral lands
snuffles through the underbrush with irrefutable trunk
once he thundered through jungles, rousing prides of lions from riparian slumber
now but a defeated god a lord of failure he eyes the waning day
eternal mists are torn asunder tonnage disintegrates he retreats,
with great drooping ears diminishes unto darkness
dwindles to a grain of sand along the Ganges
Hometown
Never having left it I hardly recognize my hometown
passing through her newborn streets like a wanderer come home
a spirit returned to the ancestral hall still I know the whereabouts
of the Li family well the Zhang family garden
grandmother’s rattan chair her earrings of jade
curtains hung low in the darkness still I know the cadences
of mother’s vegetable market the soaring eaves of the temple
of the dry city moat wind chimes in the breeze
bats in their grey finery goldfish at sunset, rippling the surface
of old eucalyptus lake still I know the road back home,
paved by artisans of moonlight glorious under the mid-autumn moon
like one whose blindness set in late I find myself groping the bones
of my hometown, fingering her runes like an actor performing each part
of a once-upon-a-time exquisite corpse
Executing Saddam
The television plays the evening news
we spend our supper hour
watching turning to glance
at the crude noose
roped around the neck of a man
in a western suit such a slaughterhouse scene
is a rarity in our living rooms
we stop what we’re doing and wait
surely that rope is the work of no woman’s hands—
what bureau could craft a loop so barbaric?
noose enough to snare a god.
the one for the gallows is Saddam Hussein
the Lion of Iraq known to all the neighbors
for years, he’s been a staple of our TV sets
trapped inside that small, remote-controlled room
visited now and again by his daughter
shaving his beard less frequently
sometimes shaking his fist in the courtroom
the TV goes blank transmission interrupted
as if the executioner behind the screen
were somehow moved to pity
were the tyrant not so ruthless
nor would his execution be so cruel
the whole world hears the crack
the splintering of a giant tree
but no one emerges from behind the scenes
to offer confirmation
we set down our chopsticks and wait
truly, a great timber has fallen
but it was the storm that brought it down
the kind of snow known only
to certain northern forests
the picture shifts to a cosmetics advert
deemed appropriate for all audiences
we resume eating what’s left of our supper
and tell the kids go do your homework
don’t stare at the TV it’s bad for your eyes
Incident: Wind
Before a window, or the lack of one in a room with a view, or without
I was stood then sat then stood to look again ahead around
I saw with my own eyes the view in the glass the glass in the view
the spots on the glass and beyond the glass trees and poles and power lines
a bird flitting past and some other trees beneath those trees, the sidewalk
above those trees, the sky opposite those trees, a window a green window
I saw a car, a small one probably a Volga come from out of nowhere
I saw a small white rubber ball roll into the street I saw a child’s head
emerge from the doorway beneath the green window I saw a child’s body
dart into the street I saw the Volga skid to a halt from underneath its tyres
a liquid red began to seep I saw the driver open his door
bend down to look stand up again then light a cigarette
I saw a crowd of people run from out of nowhere to gather on the street
I saw grey men and women grey boys and girls greybeards grey youths
I saw a grey plastic bag I saw it come from out of nowhere
I saw the green window open a woman opening her mouth
her tongue pale pink I saw her eyes,
not moving her hands, gripping the windowsill her comb on the sill
I saw her leaning out the window her hair tumbling down I saw other windows
with no one in them I saw a grey policeman come from out of nowhere
I saw the insignia on his hat his black leather shoes his white cloth gloves
his metallic wristwatch I saw a grey stretcher, then another stretcher
also grey I saw the grey Volga speed from the crowd, heading somewhere I couldn’t see
I saw grey sky grey utility poles grey trees grey glass
grey dust upon the glass my own grey eyes fixed upon the glass
this was the scene one afternoon, many years ago I saw the grey
I glimpsed the wind
The road I chose… still led to sunset and the trees
It was just as Frost envisioned two roads diverged
one of mud, carpeted in fallen leaves one of asphalt,
black as pitch the muted gleam of industry
though some suggest this lacks a certain poetry
the road I chose still led to sunset and the trees
Terrorists
Ah Fa and I resemble the brigands of old
or the terrorists of today
He: tall Black African
neighbor to hippopotamus and lions
Me: born of southern China
likely as not, of minority stock
bald stocky thick-lipped swarthy
in my dreams I am the chosen chieftain of a Nü River tribe
our appearances must seem synonymous with swinging clubs and running guns
were someone to finger us as drug smugglers the police could easily mistake
our proclivity for poetry for the cultivation of cannabis
though we wield only pens the world sees us
as concealers of weapons strangers of ill-intent
who knows what evil lurks behind our praises of the willow tree,
or what insidious plots inform our declamations of the glories of spring?
when we march shoulder to shoulder through the park,
speaking too loudly, dividing the spoils of language between us
the locals get nervous, and quicken their step
Unspeakable Fear and Longing
That rainy season the stars grew damp
fruit hung heavy in the drizzle
the ground opened up like a great red clam
spilling pearls through blades of grass
I shrank into my home with nowhere to go,
nothing to show while something inside me
stirred I listened to the sounds—
nails growing rust
furniture moldering
potatoes sprouting in the larder
a tin being pried open
I heard something in the darkness
emerging from its shell to be devoured somewhere,
or extrude a sturdier cell destruction or redemption,
both are inexorable I cannot halt their march
that season, the stars were damp wind whistled through the suburbs
of Kunming, where I huddled in my room
with nothing to show for my life uncertain what to do
not knowing whether break down the door, or bury my head in dreams
of unspeakable fear and unspeakable longing
Translated by Cindy Carter
Pan Wei
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Moonlight
Earth's blue bows slightly
A water fir like a young bride pushes open all its windows
sparse moonlight falls on the details
wind recklessly flattens the past
it drives along the rail track again, on to the soot-black mine.
I have no idea how many things
are as yet unnamed. Has God's laziness
become the poet's mission?
One glance across youth's desolation.
Winter creeps from water's depths
a sparrow in the rain, darting swooping
ashen eaves, stillest ram's horns.
(The herder holding a whip: has the moonlight
while lashing so many hearts,
ever nourished this landscape with milk?)
And moonlight once rolled up its trousers like a carpet
naked earth, feet enduring bitter cold.
A link in my life's gold necklace
carries a fear of separation, lost somewhere in the dust.
Oh, that is mud bereft of – acclaim,
as flames light the sky
mud is scattered by the fleeing feet of city folk
must stay close to the moonlight's breath
mustn't let this lit tail die out.
Dingjiaqiao Village
A narrow existence, a few steps and you've walked it
giving weeds enough time to flourish.
Time is unimportant to a god,
should be likewise to his subjects.
A wooden chair has passed fifty quiet years,
a tired cat curled upon it, dust and rays of light
like lizards breaking into particles and floating.
Solemn roofs point to the sky.
Outsiders will think that apart from in tailor shops
the locals have all been isolated by their own affairs.
Only the morning glories on the old trellis
still blare; but the trumpets aren’t playing for those ears.
A stream stares fixedly at a cloud above the school.
The bell has rung, the children scatter through fields
like fertilizer, soon soaked like drowned rats.
My friend, a teacher in the village
stands before her blackboard, as if caught in a hopeless love
yet all you can do is press the silk and photo albums into the bottom of the chest,
adjust your beauty to suit to the ordinary
just like that night the constellations defected, a dog’s barking
tore up your barricades, all the way to clattering windows and doors.
Your hand shook violently, couldn’t strike the match.
A flash of lightning illuminated the empty football pitch.
The brick factory's smokestacks towered over people's lives.
The whole winter passed, almost, without violent outbreaks
the freeze cracks on the water tank look gentle, soft, fractures
reaching like earthworms, a banquet lunch prepared specially
for the sun, people leaving the house to make money
are followed by their TV aerials, but their disquiet stands taller.
Moles are digging incurably for
truth's roots, an expression betrayed
by a snapped branch, just like the wretched empty cinemas.
Nowadays, only diesel-drinking tractors have
mad dreams, surmount slopes, fields of grapes,
and scurry into wire mesh. An aged widow spends her days in peace
but for daily checkups at the hospital.
A typhoon blows sails on Taihu Lake out of my sight
sea gulls, lost in the sea like the words on your tongue
autumn, asters in bloom, a drove of unsoiled elves
are set alight by a jokester from another century.
They burn peacefully, propping up monotony and loneliness.
As the king passes officials line the way, heads roll one by one.
The handsome man, veins coursing with dragon's blood, sees that
the wheat is yellow again, the moon peeking impishly
from behind the barn, the girl dazzles, lustrous
in his gaze. She knows that suddenly
her fate is upon her, and being entrusted to his highness
poverty is merely an easily forgotten dream.
When young, and still able to make money,
clear the lover's debts stored up from a previous life.
Of course, you must still learn to cast your net, up until the stove crackles
and something beautiful is accomplished by constant replenishment.
Only then will it ripen like an apple. I was almost thirty
before I realized I wasn’t a foreigner, but a sedentary bird.
As consolation, I compare myself to Faulkner, and try
building a pyramid while the migratory birds
build nests in strange branches. Thinking of this,
of the Paradise I’ve never been to, I feel grieved.
Here, sick, lazy, my pharmacist’s overcoat
radiates the smell of old herbs, a mist among the reeds.
Translated by Anna Holmwood
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Going Home
Tonight, the light of the moon is like a lump of cold iron
blocking my way
blocking my road home
The stars like silver peas from our fields
point and particle.
The wind in heaven blew hard and knocked them off.
A small bird passes me overhead
like punctuation
like a comma
like a scrap of torn paper on the wind
Midnight, my son and I stand atop
a city high-rise
and look toward our village
Let’s go home, he says
I point to a place two hundred miles distant–
Over there–
and my mud-encrusted fingertip
arrives first.
Wet Nurse
Fifth aunt. Zhangshanwu Village
Forty years ago. My wet nurse.
I drank her milk, while she ate the yams given out
by the production team, and wild vegetables got by the river.
In a dirty, torn apron, she worked in the yard
chopping wood, scooping rice, feeding chickens.
She knelt at the hearth, and tended the fire through the narrow door.
Her back bent, she went to the big river for water.
She washed my dirty underclothes in the dark
She leaned against the wall to brush her daughter’s hair.
She had no other relatives, Ears of corn like poor sisters
standing in our doorway.
Brothers Divide the Household
The so-called division of property. Dividing property is dividing food
dividing parents dividing one pot into several pots,
one hearth into several hearths
Pigs and sheep, ducks and chickens are evenly split. The tabby cat,
not easily divisible, leave with Mom and Dad
Grain is counted out in baskets, land in acres, the house in rooms.
Tables, chairs and burlap sacks individually.
Utensils are assigned by number of hungry mouths
Threshes. Winnowers. Pickaxes. Sickles. Hammers. Rakes.
One set each.
No need to split the urine buckets and chamber pots, just take your own
And take your respective children home.
Can’t split Mom and Dad’s canes, they need them to walk.
Relatives are public property, friends are not.
Father says, I’m sorry, boys, I have no money.
He keeps his aches, a nagging cough, and
two tiled rooms on the eastern wing.
Mother cries, and opens the layers of her trousseau
to split her meager silver between daughters-in-law.
Two grandsons at one side cry only for Nana and Papa.
Earthenware
A piece of
earthenware
right out of the kiln
is lovely because of the
pitch black glaze
from the firing
My aunt uses it
to hold beef and potato stew,
to hold salt
it complies quietly with whatever she makes it do
just like my uncle
The Setting Sun
The setting sun alights on the highest rooftop
of the yellow-earth hill. It looks like it could roll
downslope with the wind. Yesterday, it hung
from a dead branch of a wild-olive tree
until Old Mother Zhao from next door
chopped that down to feed the hearth-fire of evening
The setting sun drops into a westward valley,
into a beggar’s enamelware bowl,
perhaps to end his begging
It drops into the marshland
that borders a distant village, nearly ends up prey
for the black dog from Er-Zhu’s yard.
Tonight’s Moon
The day has left
I hope the moon rises soon
The faster the better
The farther the better
I don’t dare expect too much
Its light scattered silver ingots over the floor
Collect a few in a white porcelain bowl
I only pray that tonight’s moon
Clouds won’t obscure wind won’t knock down
A woman drawing water won’t draw it away
The moon means
The night won’t trip over
This moon is everyone’s, is mine
To serve my father with
He’s a laborer in the city forty miles away
without fifty cents for the bus
He walks three hours home at night
Translated by Canaan Morse
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Thinking That, Then Thinking This
First and foremost, you’re not here.
First and foremost, no one’s here.
The house has become vast
pajamas as sumptuous as phoenix-embroidery.
Like an emperor, I pace back and forth.
The lamplight in the garret
calls loudly.
I am its echo from on high.
For one hundred and sixty-four days
no one has opened my door.
Naturally I have become an emperor.
Wearing pajamas
pacing night and day.
I speak, and there is nothing
that doesn’t stop to listen attentively.
Dust spreads everywhere my sleeves grow thick.
Ordinary people
have never seen
so much dust that can walk and move about.
Things bought at the market
droop from my hands
all of them listen to me this
emperor of dust.
The newspaper tells me
outdoors it’s always a snowy day.
You can’t
jump in again like a twenty-year-old.
One hundred and sixty-four days
you go out to jostle in the crowds.
Becoming even less important than I am.
I just don’t want to be important.
This world can’t keep track of every house
no one can seek me out.
You don’t want to come back
don’t want to describe the outdoors to me.
The eastern monarch
doesn’t need to see the world
you should let your emperor rest.
Moonlight Is Extremely White
Late at night the moon exposes every bone.
I breathe in a pale breath.
The trifles of the human world
become fallen fireflies.
The city is a lifeless skeleton.
No life
can match this pure night light.
Open the curtains
before my eyes the universe mixes with silver
moonlight makes me forget I’m alone.
Life’s last act
is silently rehearsed on white.
Moonlight arrives on the floorboards
my two feet are already pale.
Those I Don’t Know I Don’t Want to Know
People I haven’t already met
I’ll just respect from a distance
Thirty years’ worth
of friends and enemies is enough.
Pedestrians pass by all the time
bearing emotions easy to understand.
Going east going west
they’re all innocent.
I want to set aside my future,
and in my own way
focus on loving them.
No one is watching me.
The pedestrians won’t glance at my expression
as I look out in all directions.
They weren’t born
the only one
doomed to wander everywhere.
Someone pulls out his heart
and throws it into the crowd
it’s really too authentic too childish.
From today on
all the lofty vessels are empty.
For example me
for example this shiftless
final half of my life.
Early Morning
Those long nights
the people curled up on old straw mats
what power of insight do they rely on
to open their marshy eyes.
The smell of sleep still shrinks in the corners of the room.
What part of their strength do they depend on
to stand up
carefully and precisely
to get food and water.
How much wisdom does it take
for them to get out of yesterday’s pants
the keys linked to him.
What force of connection is needed
when they set out on their journey
so that not a single intersection
can make them lose their way.
I sit in a rational dawn.
I see beyond myself
a river of people.
Not one asks me for directions
though I’ve never encountered
wisdom any greater than a thumbnail.
Metal is clearly too soft.
What thoughts sustain them
their heads don’t turn earthward
walking into that dust as wounding as the sun.
Disaster and luck
both hang from the thinnest thread.
The sun, like a gallbladder
rises.
Starting Anew as a Poet
At the shortest end of the century
the earth jumps
humans busy themselves like monkeys between trees.
But my two hands
lie idle in China’s air.
The tabletop and the wind
are both pure white, quality paper.
I let all of my meaning
happen only at home.
Rinsing white rice
the rice starch drips like milk onto my paper.
To be reborn the gourds extend their fingers
and cry out in fear.
Outside, the sunlight cuts with a knife
the heaven’s cold heavy snow.
Every day from morning to night
the door is shut tight.
I hang the sun at the angle I need it
some people say, in this town
lives a person who doesn’t work.
Fastened inside four walls
the world between two small pieces of glass ignites.
The taciturn butterflies flutter everywhere
the universe unknowingly leaks its secrets.
I foretell the tiniest signs of trouble
without eyes.
Without hands.
Without ears.
Every day I write only a few words
like a knife
that cuts open a tangerine’s finely woven spurting juice.
Let layer upon layer of blue light
enter into a world that has never been described.
No one sees my light
finely woven strand by strand like silk.
In this city I
silently serve as a poet.
Translated by Eleanor Goodman
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