Sample from Da-Da-Da (爸爸爸)
Han Shaogong

Translated by Canaan Morse

When he was born, he slept with tight-closed eyes for two straight days and nights, nothing to eat or drink, looking for all the world like he was dead and frightening his family halfway there.  Only on the third day did he give a “Waaaaa—” and start crying.  When he was able to crawl, he was teased and played with often by the other villagers, learning how to be a human.  He very quickly learned two phrases, the first of which was, “Daddy,” and the second, “F-ck Mommy.”  The latter was a little coarse, yet in the mouth of a child had no real meaning; you could think of it as a symbol, or even as a collection of sounds, sort of like “fa-ke-ma-mi.”  

Five years passed, eight years passed and he still only knew those two phrases; what’s more, his eyes were vacant and his movements sluggish.  The malformed head was huge, like an upside-down bottle gourd that called itself a head but was filled instead with strange material. After meals, with a few kernels of rice still sticking to the corners of his mouth and an oily shine on his chest, he would go out for a walk, staggering around the stockade and greeting anyone at all, regardless of age or gender, with a genial “Daddy.”  If you glared at him, he’d understand you, would fixate on some point at the top of your head and give a long, slow roll of the eyes, gurgle out a “F-ck Mommy,” then turn his head and run away.  It was hard for him to move his eyes; one roll seemed to require the full preparation of his neck and torso before he could pull it off.  Turning his head was also difficult, as it rolled around like a pestle on his rubber neck, and had to travel a long arc before he could safely get it turned around.  Running was even harder: he had no center, went heavy on one foot and light on the other, had to tilt his head and body forward in order to make his feet move and stare rigidly out from under his eyebrows so he could see where he was going. He took exaggerated steps, like a runner in slow-motion making his last push to the finish line. 

Everyone needs a name, if only to put on a wedding invitation or a tombstone.  So, he became “Bing Zai.” 

While Bing Zai had many “Daddies,” he never actually met his real Daddy.  They said that the father, dissatisfied with his wife’s ugliness as well as with the thing she bore him, went down the mountain to sell opium and never came back.  Some said that bandits had already “fixed” him, others that he’d opened up a tofu shop in Yuezhou, while still others said he’d spent the little money he had in whorehouses, and they’d seen him on the streets of Chenzhou begging for change.  Thus the question of whether or not he still existed turned into a rather unimportant riddle. 

Bing Zai’s mother could grow a garden and keep chickens, and also worked as a midwife.  Women would come to her door and mutter a few short sentences to her, then she’d grab her scissors and other tools and the two, still muttering, would head out.  That pair of scissors cut shoe patterns, cut pickled vegetables, cut fingernails and the lives of an entire generation, a whole future, on that mountain. She cut out so many healthy children, yet the one life of her own body still didn’t look like a human.  She visited herbalists, invoked spirits and the Buddha, prostrated herself in front of wooden and clay idols, yet her son still never learned his third sentence.  Some people whispered that, several years ago, she’d killed a spider while out stacking wood.  Yet this was no ordinary spider: it was as big around as a clay jar, with red body and green eyes.  Its web was as thick as woven cloth, and when that went into the fire with the wood it let out a stink that lingered on the mountain for three days. Obviously it was a spider spirit she killed, and what was strange about meeting reprisal for offending a deity? 
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