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Plum Rain

1

I spent the entire year when I was fourteen in a state of befuddlement. When I wasn’t at home or toting my school bag to and from the middle school I attended a little over two kilometres away from where I lived, I was usually sitting at the Stone Wharf, watching the boats that passed by in large numbers along the Grand Canal. I didn’t pay those boats much attention, however. My mind had been in a wild haze for a long time already, so long indeed that I could picture wild vegetation taking over the landscape inside my head. I couldn’t get anything done, and I also didn’t feel like getting anything done. I had a bicycle, but no longer rode it to and from school. I preferred to either run or walk, on my own and with my head down. I enjoyed the feeling of getting to school or back home covered in sweat. Sweating made me felt like my whole self was free, no longer confined within my clothes, but rather fully connected to the entire world through links that crossed my body and electrified every inch of it. I perspired whenever I ran or walked at a fast pace, even on rainy days. The plum rain season was unusually long that year. It felt like half the time the whole world was completely shrouded in rain, at times heavy rain, and at times just a drizzle. I perspired even when wet from the rain, and everyone’s clothes and bed linen were getting mouldy.

Flowers Street didn’t change much during that year, except for the arrival of a new woman. She arrived at Flowers Street a day before the beginning of the plum rain season, and when the season was about to end, she died. The story I want to tell is the story of that woman.

Old people used to warn children not stare blankly at the Grand Canal, because a water ghost could come out of the water and snatch them away. But I was no longer a child. I had grown up. That was what Dongliang and Wubai, my classmates, said. One day after classes were over, I went to the school’s lavatory to pee, carrying my school bag on my back. A row of students stood in front of the long urinal, rocking back and forth then shaking off when they finished. Dongliang bent down and craned forward to inspect me, then cried out for all the others to hear: ‘He’s grown some hair! He’s grown some hair!’ Only when a small crowd rushed in my direction did I realise that he had been talking about me. Dongliang was grinning from ear to ear, whereas Wubai and the others were shouting and laughing. ‘He’s a man now!’ they were shouting, meaning me. I suddenly became very nervous and pulled my trousers up before I had finished peeing, wetting the inside of my trousers’ crotch. I blushed like a thief caught stealing something, and perhaps my whole body turned red at that moment. They all continued to shout at me. I knew for a fact that they had all already begun to grow hair too, because all the boys talked about it in private. So I was at a loss as to why they all found it so amazing and exciting when it happened to me as well. It was as though they were all still childish and naïve. When I pulled my trousers up in a panic, I felt indeed like I was the only one who ought to feel ashamed of anything. Whenever those who really ought to be ashamed gang up to bully you, they come across as innocent and clean, and you are the only one covered in shame. That was what fourteen-year-old me discovered that afternoon. Time and time again I felt that same shame in the years that followed, even though, in reality, I was probably the innocent one all along.

They continued to shout after me even as I ran away from the lavatory, and when they saw a girl walking by, they shouted with even greater zest. I thought that was the end of me, because if one girl knew, then all the girls knew. I ran like crazy the two kilometres or so to the Stone Wharf, as though possessed by a demon and without stopping to rest. When I finally sat down on the stone steps my heart was jumping inside my throat and tears were mixing with sweat as they rolled down my cheeks. As I said before, old people used to warn children not to stare blankly at the Grand Canal because a water ghost could come up to snatch them away. But I paid no heed to that warning. I sat down there like my arse had grown roots in the wharf, and stared vacantly at the boats and at the expanse of water, not making way for people wanting to walk by. I sat there, feeling neither sad nor angry, in fact simply not knowing how I felt. The only thing I wanted to find at that moment was emptiness. Had there been no boats sailing past I would have stayed there staring just the same.

I dried up in the wind. The day was still hot and the setting sun was halfway down, and it was now busy at the Stone Wharf, with boats and travellers arriving and departing. Deepred  sunshine shone on one half of the Grand Canal, while the other half was now in the shade. In the distance mist was also beginning to rise. A boat approached the dock, sounded its bell, and inserted itself into an empty slot among other boats. A woman with a huge leather suitcase came ashore. In her left hand she also carried a bag so full it bulged out to all sides. Was she about thirty years old? I couldn’t tell. I had never been good at guessing people’s ages. On the second step up the stairs she stopped and turned around. There she stood with a prim expression, looking back. The boatman was counting his money. The woman slowly turned her face in the direction of Flowers Street and, as she did so, the rays of the setting sun flicked gently across her face, like a piece of very fine silk. I looked, transfixed, at the delicate curvature of her cheek, while at the same time feeling that I had already seen that face somewhere. And as I tilted my head to take a better look at her I felt very distinctly the tiny salt crystals left on my skin after the sweat had evaporated. Then with her right little finger she tucked behind her ear a strand of hair that had fallen in front of her eyes. Her right ear looked translucent, and again I felt like I had seen her somewhere. It was either that, or someone had warned me some time in the past not to stand by the water’s edge next to a bad woman. Why bad I also didn’t know.

Her expression was cold and detached, but when she saw me she smiled at me, revealing a set of white teeth. Then those teeth disappeared, and I hurried to avert my gaze. That smile made it clear to me that we were strangers, that I had never met her before. It was a smile one shows to a stranger, or, in other words, a mere adjustment of one’s facial expression upon seeing a stranger, a smile I had received only because I happened to be sitting there. That left me both disappointed and unperturbed. At some odd times and for no apparent reason I would feel like the situation I was in had already happened to me before, almost exactly the same way, as though I had experienced it in a dream. That happened to me frequently, so I conjectured that in the past thirteen years of my life I had already had countless dreams that I was now unable to recall.

And right when that woman was passing me by, she stumbled, the riser on that last step a bit too tall for her large leather suitcase. I helped her steady her suitcase, but I didn’t move my arse from where it was and continued to obstruct her way. I noticed that she had a magnolia embroidered on the left side of her blouse, on her breast, then I sensed a faint aroma of magnolia.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Is this Flowers Street?’

I couldn’t tell from her accent where she was from, but my guess was that she wasn’t from very far. I nodded and pointed behind me. Flowers Street was the street next to the Wharf Hotel. I wanted to ask her who she was looking for there, because I knew almost everyone on that street. But then I didn’t ask her anything. I was too shy to open my mouth, and also a little afraid.

I sat there at the wharf until dinner time and only then left to go home. My father was performing an acupuncture and moxibustion session on a patient when I arrived. He ran a private clinic at home. Patients came from Flowers Street, from East Street, from West Street, and even from places further away, all looking for him. My father had a good reputation as a medical practitioner. He was said to be skilled in both traditional Chinese and Western medicine, and was also known to have unique skills and that he could provide special formulas. I had only learned from him a smattering about those things, and didn’t understand them very well. But whenever my father wasn’t home I could still give people medicine if they came to me with a headache or some other slight illness. There were, in any case, only a handful of common medicines to pick from, and even if they didn’t cure the patient, they also wouldn’t kill them. My father had the habit of wiping his fingers with cotton balls soaked in alcohol. That habit and his very carefully parted hair combined to form the image I was to have in my mind for years to come of what a male doctor was supposed to be like. My father told me to come in and watch his acupuncture and moxibustion session, but after a while I turned and left the room. The back of that patient, all skin and bones, had given me the shivers, like winter had arrived ahead of time.

My mother was cooking, and started reproaching me as soon as she saw me. Reproaching me was just a habit my mother had. And because I had come back home a little late, she couldn’t help saying a few words about it, even if it was just muttering to herself that I was spending my days wandering around town like a ghost. I told her that I was only at the Stone Wharf watching the boats and wasn’t getting into any fights. My mother snorted and said that sooner or later I’d be like my father and wouldn’t give her any peace of mind. She was always brimming with resentment towards my father, and sometimes some of that spilt over to me. If I had a brother, either younger or older, or if my paternal grandfather were still alive, they would probably be getting some of it too. Men were simply no good, my mother thought. And all the women on Flowers Street were also of the same opinion. For that reason, she and my father were always quarrelling. It could happen that we were all having a pleasant conversation at the dinner table, and then when I came back with a bowl of rice they would be arguing. In those quarrels my mother would exclaim:

‘Flowers Street! That damned Flowers Street!’

Then my father would whisper in my ear a parody of my mother’s words:

‘Men! Those damned men!’

So Flowers Street was interchangeable with men. I couldn’t understand the logic of it at the time. But my mother always wanted to drag me to her side on those quarrels:

‘What’s so interesting about watching those boats? Are you an official with the canal’s management?’ she asked me.

‘A woman came off a boat today,’ I said.

‘Another one! What a curse!’ she said. ‘That damned Flowers Street! I don’t know why the government doesn’t bring in a bulldozer to raze that place to the ground!’
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Another one, my mother said. That was because women were always going to and leaving Flowers Street. Didn’t I tell you that Flowers Street was truly a street of flowers? I didn’t? Well, maybe you forgot, so I’ll say it again.

The street’s original name was Waterside Street, and it was called that for many years. But, due to its proximity to the Stone Wharf, traders who were always coming and going by boat often stopped there to get some ‘rest’. Those were men who spent the whole year working aboard boats, and so couldn’t resist a woman when they saw one. Women who were after money knew that, and so they opened their doors to those men, inviting them, and their wallets, inside. Business was good, that was what everyone assumed. If men from other parts of the country were coming to town, so were women, who rented courtyard houses on that street to welcome the men. Thus gradually Waterside Street became known as Flowers Street, and later people would only know it by that new name, and not by what it was originally called. Flowers Street became the name of the street where flowers welcomed their clients. Of course, not every woman who lived on that street plied the trade. But if you walked up that street one evening during the year when I was fourteen, every courtyard house you would see that had a little lantern hanging from its arched doorway also had a soft body inside it to welcome you. You would then take that lantern down and, carrying it in your hand, and you would knock on the door to make it open. It would then be dark in the doorway. You would go in, and later you would leave. And if the woman still wanted to make some more money that night, the little lantern would go back, to hang where you had found it. It was also not every woman who would hang a little lantern on her doorway. Some would rather not let everyone know what they were doing. In that case you would have to find out about her through some other channel. But please don’t be offended, it isn’t you I’m talking about!

My point is that, thinking about it now, it didn’t really matter whether a woman hung a lantern in her doorway or not. If a man really wanted to, he would have no problem finding her. In this respect men do have a sense of smell that beats that of dogs. That is something I once heard from one of those women in some courtyard house as I was walking along Flowers Street one day. Things are always changing, however, and now it is increasingly rare to see a little lantern like that hanging at a door. Nowadays there are stylish barbershops and beauty salons where the girls sit outside by the glass doors in clothes that reveal all of their arms and legs, and they even dare to invite you inside in broad daylight. Of course, it’s not you I’m talking about.

But this story takes place that year, when I was fourteen.

That year the rainy season seemed to never end. The plum rains had arrived with the month of June. That was the day after that woman arrived in town. I remember it very clearly, because that day I almost knocked her to the ground.

The weather had changed all of a sudden in the middle of the afternoon, and by the time my classes ended the sun had disappeared from the sky. When I left school, it was pouring rain. I hadn’t brought an umbrella or a raincoat, so I just dashed into the rain and ran back home. As I turned onto Flowers Street I was already completely drenched. On rainy days, Flowers Street looked more secluded and lonesome than normal, the dark flagstones of the pavement glistened, water puddled everywhere, and the sizzling sound of the pouring rain reverberated against the walls on both sides of the street. Those walls were also all more than half-covered with moss. On those rainy days Flowers Street was nothing but a series of decrepit old houses standing tall and lonely in the rain, like frail old men in oversized clothes. The corners of their upswept eaves hung precariously up in the air, and their walls, which had once been white, were now thoroughly stained with mould. Their roof tiles had turned dark grey, and from the gaps between the rows of roof tiles, as well as from the top ridges of the roofs, clumps of weeds had sprouted, clumps that also looked very gloomy in the rain. So, unless I had to go there to buy something, I usually avoided going to Flowers Street on rainy days. There were indeed many shops on both sides of Flowers Street, like Mr Lin’s tailor shop, Lan Mazi’s bean curd shop, Old Wai’s general store, Meng Wanwan’s rice store, and Feng Banye the dog meat butcher. Besides those there was also a shop that sold burial clothing, a small tavern, and also a regular clothes shop. Those shops filled all the gaps between the residential arched doorways, meaning that the entire street was occupied.

That day the woman suddenly walked out of her doorway between the general store and the rice store. I didn’t have time to stop, and bumped into her full on. She let out a small shriek and dropped the water basin she was carrying, splashing all the water out. The metal basin hit the pavement with a clang and spun around on the dark flagstones a few times before stopping. Had she not managed to prop herself up against the doorway’s side post she would also have hit the ground, like that basin. I was startled when I realised that she was the woman I had seen the day before on the Stone Wharf. She had changed her clothes and had tied her hair up in a bun, apparently using a chopstick as a hairpin. Flustered, I just let out a huh-huh at her and ran away without apologising, like I was trying to escape. I heard she calling after me, perhaps because my shoes had spattered rainwater on her.

She had rented the house there; I had no doubt about it. And she now looked like a stranger to me, no longer that oddly familiar face seen in profile, but just a strange woman who now rented a place for herself on Flowers Street. I was the one who hadn’t changed. That made me, suddenly, a little angry, and my steps started to fall heavily in the puddled water as I ran. I ran all the way back home without looking back, and rushed through the door. After changing into dry clothes, I sat on the window sill and watched two sparrows fight under a tree behind the house. It was an old pagoda tree with very thick branches and foliage. Underneath it there was a circular area of still basically dry ground.

After he was done seeing a patient, my father came into the room and asked me to recite a mnemonic rhyme he had taught me two days earlier about the symptoms of haemorrhagic fever: Skin and mucosae bleed, also vomiting and nausea and frothy urine… And I couldn’t remember the rest of it for the life of me. Once again, my father looked disappointed in me. But he was already used to it, and so was I. My father had always hoped that I would one day become a famous doctor like Bian Que or Li Shizhen, and that my name would be known throughout the ages, in which case his name would also be known throughout the ages, because I was his son. But I was not genius material, my marks at school were just average. And, during that year in particular, my father made no secret of his belief that my IQ was actually dropping, something he concluded from my behaviour and from how I spoke. I was slow to react, and moved about sluggishly. Apparently, children born with difficulty were indeed doomed to have problems. Yes, I was a footling breech baby, born into this world legs first.

My father shook his head and left. I poured myself a glass of water. When I drank water, I often held the glass at the wrong angle and ended up spilling the water and having it run down my neck, as though I couldn’t figure out how big my mouth actually was. That also made me angry, but I just kept silent and allowed the water to run down my neck. The two sparrows outside were still fighting. I took from a drawer a slingshot and a pebble I had carefully selected by the canal’s edge. One shot was enough to make one of the sparrows roll to the side on the ground and stop moving. It was dead for sure. I had much confidence in my skills with the slingshot, which had been my favourite plaything all along. Other kids used little harpoons to catch fish, but I used my slingshot. As soon as a fish poked its head by the surface, I would make sure that it would stay there, floating on the surface. The other sparrow was scared away at first, but then rushed back to dance in circles around its dead friend, chirping now a different tune. It went on dancing around, then it began to preen its feathers with its beak, picking at them one by one, as though it thought the feathers were some sort of clothing it could just take off at will. It had no mind to escape.

I put down both the slingshot and the second pebble that was already in it. I tried shooing the sparrow away, but noise wouldn’t get it to leave either. Then I sneezed, three times in a row. I had caught a cold.
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Lying in bed sick is extremely boring. I wanted to get up, but the medicine I had taken made my whole body feel weak, and when I tried to move even my bones ached. My father had arranged with my school for me to take some time off, and then prepared me a prescription. I didn’t know what medicine my father had given me, but he said that the symptoms I had were normal. It had been six years since I had last caught a cold, so strong symptoms were to be expected. Six years. That meant I was only eight the last time I had a cold. I already had no recollection of what kind of child I was when I was eight, and even doubted that I had ever really been an eight-year-old child. At least I couldn’t see any vestige of that eight-year-old still in me. But my father told me that when I was eight the entire Flowers Street knew me as a very clever and cute child, always getting top marks and learning everything very fast. I didn’t believe it, not least because I hated the word cute. It was too affected and sickeningly mawkish, and sounded like the word some foreign old lady would use when on TV holding the hand of a little girl. I didn’t want that eight-year-old me, the one I couldn’t remember ever being, to be cute.

Have you ever lain in bed for three days in a row? Oh, you haven’t. It’s truly more boring than being dead.

I spent my days watching the spiders build their webs on the ceiling and listening to the rain outside getting heavier or easing off. I began to suspect that time had stopped for me and would hold still forever, because life could not go on when days were endless like that. I asked my mother to bring in the old Flying Horse wall clock we had and place it on the wall facing my bed, so that I could watch time moving forward. The weather was in fact pleasantly cool, which was very good for deep sleep. But I didn’t sleep. Instead, I watched the clock’s pendulum swing feebly in the damp air. Suddenly I recalled the unknown men who frequented Flowers Street. Most of them went there in the evening, but some also during the day. And they were all in a hurry when they walked in, but when they walked out they looked like that old pendulum before me, feebly dragging their legs along and swaying from side to side. I tried to imagine myself as one of them, wearing a trench coat with the collar turned up for sure, and also a hat, like one of those grim and furtive underground party members. But then I thought, what would an underground party member be doing on Flowers Street? Moreover, my mother was adamant that after nine in the evening I wasn’t allowed anywhere near Flowers Street.

‘That damned Flowers Street! What’s so nice about it?’ she was always saying.

But if it wasn’t for that woman from Flowers Street I would have continued to lie in bed. My father had gone out to see a patient on West Street, and my mother was off to work at the glass factory, where her job was to find and pick out defective liquor bottles. Her habit of always finding fault with me and my father was thus probably some sort of occupational illness that made her unable to overlook any defect in anything. That woman from Flowers Street knocked on our door when both my parents were out, so I had to get up from my bed.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said, holding some spot behind her right ear. ‘You’re the doctor’s son? Um, I have a headache.’

I nodded, while feeling my legs go weak. My whole body was tense, so when I nodded, I could almost hear the sound of rusty screws struggling to turn inside. Her right ear no longer looked translucent. She had an umbrella with a pattern of little white flowers on a blue background, and it was now standing upright just outside the threshold, the rainwater running down from it adding to the big puddle that was already there. She wore plastic slippers and her toenails were painted light red. Her feet were also very white. That same fragrance of magnolia seemed to be still there, and another magnolia was now on the bulge of one of her breasts with its petals open.

‘I have a headache,’ she repeated.

I raised my gaze in a hurry, also summoning up all the alertness I still had in me. Despite that I still made a weird and irrelevant reply:


‘I have a cold.’

I smiled awkwardly, and if I had a mirror I would have seen that my smile could make other people feel awkward too. She laughed, and I discovered in her laughter a touch of nasal twang, something I hadn’t noticed when she spoke to me just a moment earlier.

As you know, I had already put into practice that smattering of medicine I had managed to learn, and so I had an idea of what to prescribe for headaches and migraines in general. So, here, just take these medicines, I told her. I wasn’t angry at having to do that. On the contrary, I was quite happy to do it. I explained to her in detail everything I knew about those medicines and how they worked on headaches. Also, about one-fifth of what I told her was stuff I made up on the spot. And I knew the prices of those medicines, so not charging her for them was out of the question. She praised my skill as she left, remarking that I really was a doctor’s son, after all. She opened her umbrella and went away skipping over the little puddles, her white heels glistening wet. I moved to catch a glimpse of her from the side. I looked with some expectation, but didn’t find those rays of light on her face, nor that familiar profile I had seen that afternoon. They had departed together, and she was now merely a strange woman to me.

Getting out of bed made me feel better. Maybe I had already long recovered, and just needed to set my feet firmly on the ground to feel it. I went back to school, and resumed walking and running, going through Flowers Street, and also, when it stopped raining for a while, going to the Stone Wharf. But the rainy season itself seemed to never end, and the whole world was wet.

Her headache didn’t resolve, so two days later she returned to our clinic. I had only given her enough medicine for two days.

On weekends both my parents were at home. I noticed also that the dead sparrow under the pagoda tree was gone. There were many stray cats in the area, so it was possible that one of them had already carried that sparrow away in its mouth. I heard the woman’s nasal twang as soon as she entered the house. My father addressed her very politely. He was always much more polite with any one of his patients than he ever was with me. He asked my mother to make her some tea. Then they discussed her headache, and the possibility that there was something else wrong with her. The woman repeated many times in that nasal voice of hers that she felt unwell. My father apologised to her that the medicines I had given her had no effect. She replied that it wasn’t a case of the medicines having no effect, but rather of them not completely solving the problem. Treatments were supposed to completely eliminate problems. I stayed in my room with my ears pricked up while I watched the clock’s pendulum swinging up and down, over and over again. It seemed to be already fed up with that routine.

My father prepared her a prescription. He also kept detailed records of every patient he treated. That was a precondition for being a good doctor, as it allowed him to know at once the entire evolution of any patient’s condition. I found in his records the woman’s name: Gao Mian. A vigorous and graceful name, for a vigorous and graceful woman. It was written with the same characters as the Cambodian word khmer, but at the time I still had no idea that there had ever been such a thing as the Khmer Rouge.

When it was time to eat there was once again quarrelling at the table. My mother said that the woman ‘wore a peach blossom on her face’, and that ‘just by looking I can tell that she is no decent woman.’

‘What do peach blossoms have to do with anything?’ my father said. ‘A peach tree arrived, and it was my duty to take care of the bugs on it.’

‘And why were you asking questions about things that are none of your business?’ my mother asked. ‘Your eyes were jumping out of your head.’

‘Aren’t we neighbours?’ my father replied. ‘We just talked a bit about everyday things.’

‘Trying to chum it up, uh?’ my mother sneered. ‘So what if they talk to you? It’s not like you have to answer!’

‘Oh, just drop it. You really think I want to know where she’s from?’ my father said.

My mother was silent for a moment, then concluded the quarrel with her catchphrase:

‘That damned Flowers Street! They’re all after death!’

‘They’re after money,’ my father said. ‘Who wants to die?’

That phrase, wore a peach blossom on her face, puzzled me for a few days afterwards. I couldn’t find it in any dictionary. I asked a good friend of mine from school, but he also didn’t know what it meant. He ran back home to ask his parents, and got scolded for it. Then he told me ruefully that he wished he had never asked. Kids who went asking about those things were only looking for trouble. I consoled him with a bag of Fool Melon Seeds.

None of us knew where Gao Mian was from. And my father even said that she might have given us a fake name. Many of the women on Flowers Street didn’t use their real names. They only stayed there for a couple of years before moving somewhere else, with some leaving even after only a month or two. They simply chose a name to use while on Flowers Street, often a name that one knew wasn’t real just by hearing it. But why would it matter whether a name was real or not? It was just a label to go by. Didn’t Old Wai of the general store have a dog called Columbus? He even knew who Christopher Columbus was.

And why did those women go to Flowers Street? They were after money. To think that Gao Mian had also moved there to make money made me inexplicably sad. Why did she need to be after money? I began to make up excuses to go out in the evenings, like having to buy a ruler, or a compass, or a notebook. Then I would walk along Flowers Street, my heart laden with worries.

It still rained, or perhaps the rain had stopped. It was all the same. In any case Flowers Street was wet and its dark flagstones were puddled. By nine in the evening Flowers Street was dark and quiet, rainwater continuing to accumulate, and moss continuing to unrelentingly climb and spread across the walls. The clumps of weeds on the rooftops were dripping wet and kept bending down. On the Grand Canal, only motorised boats went by. Propelled by their powerful diesel engines, you could imagine them tugging behind them as many as twenty-five barges. That was the most I had ever seen being tugged before. My steps on the pavement were amplified by the water, the walls, and the stones, making it sound like there were many other people walking alongside me on Flowers Street. And when you walk with something weighing down on your mind you do look suspicious. Don’t laugh. I was only fourteen at the time. Would I look like a client of prostitutes at that age? That would be ridiculous! Fourteen-year-olds don’t know anything about anything. But that’s right, I was indeed on the lookout for a lantern.

By nine o’clock in the evening the women who wanted to hang a lantern in their doorways had already hung them. They shone along the street, one after the other, making the blackness of the pavement shiny, and giving off the feeling that one was walking along a haunted street in a horror film. I walked back and forth along Flowers Street, from the general store to the rice store and back, but in that one doorway I saw no lantern. For many evenings after that I peeked furtively into her courtyard house’s main room through a crack in the courtyard door. Sometimes it was completely dark inside, and sometimes it was all brightly lit. But I never heard any suspicious sounds, and could never guess what she was up to in there.
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Those days I wouldn’t see Gao Mian unless it was under her own doorway. She didn’t return to the clinic at my house. Perhaps she had recovered completely. I also never saw her again at the Stone Wharf. She seemed to never go there. She was probably the only one living on that street who would never go down to the wharf, which was a wide place with plenty of space. You could sit down there and stay a whole day watching the scenery if you wished. Women went to the Stone Wharf to buy fish and vegetables, as a lot of small boats docked there to do business. Now, if she didn’t buy any food, then what did she eat? I passed by Flowers Street on my way to and from school, though, in reality, I could take a shorter route. And I couldn’t understand why every time I was about to pass by her doorway my heart would fill with anxiety and tension, and then, once I had seen the door to her courtyard firmly shut, those feelings would be completely flushed out of my system at once. What was then left inside me was a void, a broad void, and I would breathe a sigh of relief. Did I really want to see that gentle profile of hers bathed in sunlight again?

When I finally saw her under that doorway, I forgot all about the profile, and didn’t dare raise my eyes to look at her. I passed by, bumbling like a fool, pretending to be looking for coins on the ground, and seeing only her hard and clean feet in their slippers, dazzling white feet. Then there was one time when I noticed her smiling at me, but I hurried to lower my gaze and neglected to return the smile. After that, there wasn’t even a smile, because I would keep my head down from a distance. I learned that there were in total nine dark flagstones in front of her doorway, and also six spots where rainwater puddled, three larger and three smaller. Don’t laugh. I couldn’t help learning those facts after looking down at that spot of ground so many times.

One night I had a dream, and in that dream it was also raining. The sky was an endless drizzle, and it was as though something had told me that it was a drizzle carrying an inconsolable sorrow. I had never experienced such a thing as inconsolable sorrow, and had no idea what it was, so the drizzle felt very abstract to me. Then I saw Gao Mian in the rain, no rays of sunlight shining on her face. It was overcast, cold, and gloomy, also hardened and dark. She blocked my way at the Stone Wharf and said something to me. But those words, spoken in a dream, were unintelligible. So, when I woke up, I was still as much at a loss as to what she had said as I had been in the dream. It was still raining outside the window, a translucent rain against the darkness of night, so I couldn’t see it.

I decided that I had to talk to her, no matter what.

The next day in class I couldn’t focus, devising at least ten different plans in my mind. After school I ran all the way to her doorway, but only when I got there did I realise that I still had to decide on how to approach her, for instance whether or not I should knock on her door. So I kept walking. The rain had stopped, and the Stone Wharf was bustling with activity. I went into the crowd and saw many people buying fish. The live fish, just brought in from the waters of the Grand Canal, were very cheap. I decided I had to grasp the nettle and rushed back to her doorway. There I knocked on the door. She came out with her hand on her waist. She looked very tired, as though she had been abruptly woken up from a dream and was still half-asleep.

‘They’re selling fish at the Stone Wharf,’ I said. ‘You can buy some, too.’

‘I don’t like fish,’ she smiled.

I felt that she was smiling only not to be rude to me. There was no life on her expression, like she hadn’t really woken up. And even if there was a smile there, it was cold and stiff. The magnolia was still on her blouse, but the fragrance was gone. It was like the entire rainy season had concentrated on her face.

‘Anything else?’ she asked me, making an effort to keep that smile up to the end of her sentence.

After that she began closing the door.

I turned around and left, running. Rain drops had begun to fall again here and there, feeling scalding hot when they hit my face. I heard her door closing behind me, then I stopped and stuck the fingers of my left hand into the moss on the wall. With my fingers in it I continued to run. I felt my fingertips get hot and numb. That was followed by sharp pain, dull pain, and then burning pain. I continued to run to the end of Flowers Street, until there was no more wall nor moss. My four fingers began to bleed, and the pain became much more intense. I ran to the canal’s edge and plunged my hand into the water. It felt like a fiery iron rod suddenly quenched. The blood dissolved into the canal water, diffusing together with rainwater until it disappeared. When my fingers no longer bled, I pulled them out. Except for the grazed skin and for the fact that it had turned paler in the water, my left hand looked about the same as my good hand.

I started taking a different route to and from school, and would no longer pass in front of the general store or the rice store. In fact, I stopped going to any store south of the general store altogether. Sometimes I would think of those rays of sunshine on the gentle curvature of that one cheek. But it all stopped at thinking, and there wasn’t, after all, much to think about in one half of a face.

Weekend came and I was at home, so I decided to disassemble the wall clock to check its inner workings. I thought it was going too slow, in fact much slower than it should. It was raining outside, and it hadn’t stopped raining for even one minute since the evening before. In one minute that Flying Horse clock’s pendulum would swing less than fifty times. As I said, it was moving too slow. My father had gone out to see a patient. He had been gone for about half an hour when my mother came back from a visit to a friend on West Street.

‘Who’s your father out to see?’ she asked me.


‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘Which direction did he go?’

‘I didn’t see that, either.’

‘This boy!’ my mother suddenly exclaimed. ‘Why did you take the clock apart?’

She had arrived too late to save it. I had already loosened up all the gears and disassembled it into a pile of parts, which I passed to my mother for her to look at, knowing very well that she wouldn’t be able to make heads or tails of it. What if it’s ruined? she asked me. Well, if it’s ruined, then it’s just a broken wall clock. You have to remember very well where each part goes, she said. Don’t worry, if I try to put a piece in a wrong place it simply won’t fit. I thought I could remember well where each part went, but in the end I was left with a piece I had no place for. That was very strange. I had placed all the other parts as they were supposed to go, following the same steps I had taken to disassemble the clock. Why did I have an extra part? I took it all apart and tried to put it together again a second time. This time I was left with two extra parts. And on the third attempt I was left with the same part as the first time around. I looked everywhere for the place it should go, but couldn’t figure it out. It was as though it had been cast away by the others. I tossed that part into a drawer and hung the clock on the wall. It remained still, like a dead man. It was hopeless, I thought, and my mother was right. In a last ditch attempt, I prodded the pendulum with my finger. It moved! It made a very distinct sound, to the effect that it was alive, like a heartbeat responding to a strong emotion. It had survived. I took a digital watch to compare, and confirmed that, after shedding a component, the Flying Horse wall clock was now finally moving at the correct pace.


The excitement of having fixed the clock made me feel hot, that muggy kind of hot you feel when the humidity from the plum rain really saturates the air. The day outside was now much brighter, and I thought that the sun had finally come out. It turned out that the rain had indeed stopped, but the sun still seemed forever gone. Once again I remembered Gao Mian’s face in profile. It had been a month since the last time I had seen the sun. My mother then came into the room again and asked:

‘You really didn’t see what direction your father went?’

‘I didn’t,’ I replied.

‘Did he go over to that woman’s place?’

‘Which one?’

‘That Gao Mian woman.’

‘Hasn’t she recovered yet?’ I asked.

‘He said it was some other illness, but I didn’t understand very well,’ my mother said. ‘Your father has been there a few times already. Damned thing, what illness is it that she can’t even come to the clinic to have it checked here!’

‘It’s different when people are really sick,’ I said.

‘Ah, you boy! What to make of you? You men are all the same!’ she exclaimed. ‘That damned Flowers Street! Sooner or later it’ll be flooded, or blown up by thunder!’

I moved casually towards the door and said that I had to go out to buy an eraser. Again going to buy an eraser, my mother said, you run through them so fast, that’s because you never learned well and make a lot of mistakes when you write. I left and went over to that doorway for the first time in many days. The door to the courtyard was closed. I went to buy my eraser and then strolled back. Before I got there I saw my father walking out the door with his doctor bag in hand. He coughed and straightened his hair and clothes, as he did out of habit every time after seeing a patient. I followed him at a distance. When I got back home, he was already giving explanations to my mother:

‘I went over to East Street. If you don’t believe me, ask our son,’ he said, pointing at me. ‘I told him before I left, didn’t I, son?’

‘You did,’ I said, suddenly feeling an intense pain somewhere in my belly, like someone was pulling at my intestines.

‘So why didn’t you tell me that before?’ my mother asked me, very angry.

‘I forgot, but now I just remembered,’ I replied, feeling that tug in my gut again.
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And my father? He never told me anything. Later he also neither apologised nor thanked me. Maybe he really did go to East Street that day, who knows? I didn’t tell on him, and I also don’t know why I didn’t. It was not like I expected him to be grateful to me. In fact, I didn’t even know if I was angry with him or not. Anyone who wanted to do so had the right to walk out of Gao Mian’s courtyard, or out of anyone else’s courtyard for that matter. But after that I felt like I didn’t want to talk much to him. I had never been very talkative anyway, and that was especially true during that year.

I also started to be on the lookout for a lot of things, for instance, of any mention he made of Gao Mian, or of him coming out of her doorway or even passing by it. To speak the truth, I only ever saw my father walking out of Gao Mian’s courtyard once more, and that was on the day she died. He hurried there that day with his doctor bag in hand, then later he walked out with his head down, looking depressed. He had failed to save her life, and death defeating her meant it had also defeated my father as a doctor. But before that I would occasionally see my father walking up to that doorway, and every time he did so my heart would stop with a single thump, only to resume beating after I saw him walk past it. Luckily, in the few times I saw him there, he was always only passing by.

During that rainy season, before Gao Mian died, my mother thought that it was not only the rain itself and Flowers Street that were to be damned, but also Gao Mian. My parents were often quarrelling because my mother would hear rumours and decide that it was safer to believe them, lack of evidence notwithstanding. She was of the opinion that my father was walking in and out of Gao Mian’s courtyard way too often. The neighbours had been talking about it because, according to her, they couldn’t bear to watch it any longer. My father tried to explain. When he quarrelled with my mother, he always ended up trying to explain things, as though he was making an assessment of the situation and correcting mistakes.

‘You see,’ my father said. ‘Even if it’s a cat that’s sick, I can’t ignore it, let alone a person.’

‘Those stray cats run about all day long with their tails upright and you never show any of this concern for them!’ my mother retorted.

‘They never asked me for help. Moreover, I’m also not sure that it is a sign of any illness for a cat to walk around with its tail upright.’

‘So that woman has asked for your help?’ my mother snorted at him. ‘Do you know what her problem is?’

‘Would I not have cured her a long time ago if I knew?’ my father replied.

At times it felt like they were just practicing the art of bantering, and after years of quarrelling they had indeed become very eloquent. As a result they were probably coming to think less and less of my prospects, as I was growing more taciturn by the day and thus becoming less and less like a child of theirs. My mother would also only ever quarrel, never daring to follow my father or go to Gao Mian’s place to confront her. It was possible that my father took that into consideration, so he always brought the quarrel to an end with one of his explanations.

A fact that might disappoint you is that, to this day, I don’t know whether my father ever had any sort of improper relationship with Gao Mian, you know, that sort of thing. And now that my parents are slowly getting in the latter half of their lives, I’m not sure they will even mention Gao Mian again. Even if my mother knows the whole story, as their son I can’t ask directly about it. So today I know no more about Gao Mian than I did at fourteen.

During those days my father was in the clinic almost all the time, leafing through his medical tomes. It was the plum rains season, and whenever it stopped raining our bodies would get sticky with both sweat and moisture from the air. So when my father had no patient in the clinic he would open his shirt and sit there, checking his medicine books and scratching his chest and back. He told me that he hadn’t yet managed to diagnose Gao Mian’s illness. Bian Que, Zhang Zhongjing, Li Shizhen, none of them had ever seen it. My father, with his hair dishevelled, then went back to hunching over his books.


Furniture and duvets on Flowers Street had begun to grow hairy with mould, and clothes always had an unpleasant smell because they would never dry out completely. Then one day, when my parents were both out and I was sitting on the steps of the threshold staring at the moss on the wall opposite, Gao Mian showed up. I didn’t hear her steps as she approached, but I did sense a faint fragrance of magnolia. I turned my head around nervously, but she was already there, standing in front of me. She was wearing some clothes I had never seen before, but, as usual, she had a small magnolia on her left breast. As I tried to stand up her hand bumped against by head. She smiled, but because of her hand I fumbled while getting up and did so sort of bowed down. By the time I managed to really stand, she had already passed the threshold and entered the house. Wearing slippers and a pair of lilac socks, she walked straight to the clinic. I followed her and found her already opening the cabinet and taking out medicine, bottle after bottle.

‘What medicine are you looking for?’ I asked.

She turned her head around to look at me:

‘I know which ones.’

She took five medicine bottles and turned around to leave. I knew that something wasn’t right, so I asked her:

‘What are you going to do with those?’

‘Take them,’ she replied, smiling again and giving me the impression that the scent of magnolia came from the dimples on her face. ‘Don’t tell your father. Just don’t tell anyone.’

‘What are you going to do with them?’ I asked her again.

She stroked my ear with her free hand and my whole body immediately tensed up. My ear heated up, and then she was already outside on the street. I touched my ear, having already forgotten whether there had been any light on her face just a moment before.

I sat down on the threshold again and fell asleep. By the time my father ran up to the door it had started to rain again and there was already a commotion on Flowers Street. The Flying Horse wall clock sounded five chimes with vigour. It was five o’clock in the afternoon. My father was raving, saying my bag, my bag, where’s my bag? There was some banging and crashing in the clinic and then he dashed out, stumbling and nearly falling by the threshold. His glasses fell to the ground and he picked them up in a hurry, leaving one of the lenses behind. With only one lens in the frame of his glasses he left, running. I had never seen him in such a fluster before. I followed him, and saw him disappearing through that small doorway. A lot of people had gathered there. My head was abuzz. I had run there as fast as my legs could take me.

Gao Mian died a very ugly death, frothing at the corners of her mouth, and staining the magnolia on her blouse. Her body contorted, and next to her lay five small medicine bottles. She had believed that those medicines would grant her death with dignity and peace. My father tried all the emergency aid methods he knew, but Gao Mian’s body remained contorted, and it stiffened. She turned cold, and under the fluorescent lamp in the room her face was ashen, the fragrance of magnolia gone. Defeated, my father crouched next to the corpse, the light from the lamp reflecting on the only lens in his glasses frame, making it look blanked out.

Because no one knew where Gao Mian was from, there was no way to notify any family. And because in that type of weather a dead body couldn’t be kept for very long, the community leader at Flowers Street as well as the local police came forward and had her cremated that very same night. The next day very early in the morning her ashes were buried at the public cemetery on the opposite side of the Grand Canal. I didn’t attend the burial, but lay in bed that morning after a night of nightmares that made me so tired my back and legs hurt. In those nightmares, the weather was overcast and gloomy, and if the wind wasn’t howling, then it was raining.

Towards evening two days later I left school after classes and went over to the Stone Wharf. There I unmoored a small boat and rowed to the other side of the canal. A very thin floating drizzle filled the air. Gao Mian’s grave was very small, just a new little mound on the ground. A simple wooden strip marked her grave, and whoever had used a brush to clumsily write her name on it had written only the two characters of her name, Gao Mian, not bothering to add the word ‘grave’ to it.

Then the plum rains season came to an end and the sun came out, shining strong and bright all over the land. And, as you probably guessed correctly, I never told anyone about those five medicine bottles she took from my father’s clinic. No one except you. No one ever took any interest, either, because those were medicines that anyone could buy at any pharmacy. All it really took her was the desire to die, and then no one could stop it from happening. I don’t know whether my father ever realised that some bottles were missing from his cabinet. I never heard him mention it.

I continued to be my same old self, going to school and going on with my life, often staring blankly in space while letting my mind go empty, both at home and at the Stone Wharf. And the more sunshine I saw everywhere, the less I spoke. My father joked that, in order to stop me from becoming completely mute, he would prepare, in advance, a medicine capable of giving the power of speech back to the mute. My parents continued to quarrel. One of them did the interrogations, while the other made the assessments and corrected mistakes. But we were all very glad that the rainy season was finally over.

One day in October I found myself passing by Gao Mian’s old doorway. I noticed that the door had been left unlatched, so I pushed it open and went in. I followed a crushed brick path to the courtyard’s main room, where I slowly pushed open another door and saw two people on a bed, one on top of the other. The one on top was darker, and the one below light-skinned. A thigh was hanging out of the bed, a light-skinned thigh. They were moving, and singing some chant together. I turned around and ran, my legs nimble and as light as feathers. The whole world was enveloped in sunshine, whiter than white, and my two legs ran, light as feathers.

That day I also went to the public cemetery across the canal for the last time. By then weeds and grass had completely covered Gao Mian’s grave. Her small grave mound was now fully submerged in weeds, and if you didn’t already know that someone was buried there you wouldn’t be able to find it. The wooden strip that marked the grave was leaning over, inside a thicket of grass, and the two characters of her name had almost completely vanished, like they had never been there.

And that’s it. Did you fall asleep? I’m sorry. This is all there is to Gao Mian’s story. Maybe I shouldn’t say this, but this story was really only about me. I’m sorry.



Nanjing, Nanjing1

An Unfamiliar Heat

If I misremembered, it was because the heat had gone to my head. I kept repeating this pointless logic to Lu Yi to prove that I still knew Nanjing and that Nanjing still knew me. We paced back and forth by Gulou Dental Hospital, sun beating down on us no matter where we went. There was no shade in sight, the high-noon sun was roasting us with all its might, and the cement road was pale. Lu Yi’s entire face was dripping sweat due to the heat, and both of us were wearing sweat-soaked t-shirts that clung to our bodies. He thought I definitely misremembered. Lu Xiaodong told us he would be waiting in front of the hospital’s entrance for us at 11 o’clock, and now it was already 12:30, so why was it that there was no trace of him anywhere? How was I supposed to know? As we were exiting Zhongyangmen Station, we gave Lu Xiaodong a call, and he said he would head to the hospital entrance right away. But we couldn’t find him anywhere. Lu Yi threw his backpack onto the stone steps in front of the hospital entrance and plopped down onto a sheet of newspaper someone had left there. After sitting down, he jumped right back up, his butt burned by the hot stone step. Then he carefully sat down again, drinking half of his bottled water in a single go. At any rate, it was hot, and sitting down in the heat is always more comfortable than standing in it.

From when we got off the number 35 bus to now, we had already been waiting for a full hour. Lu Xiaodong didn’t come in his big shorts and sandals to welcome us, not like he said he would. We suspected he didn’t wait long enough for us and just went back home to sleep. This had become a habit of his after his mental breakdown. If he didn’t take an afternoon nap, he would have no energy throughout the afternoon and evening – just like a sick cat. Lu Yi didn’t agree with me, since when we spoke to Lu Xiaodong over the phone he said that he had woken up at 10, full of energy and wavering about what he wanted to do. He felt like he could run an international marathon. Lu Yi said that even if he did end up going home due to his mental breakdown, he could always stay awake for three or four hours. We had to have faith that regardless of what happened, he was still a man.

All right then, let’s have faith that he’s a man for now. I put my backpack on the stone steps and once again started to ask passersby if they knew where Shicheng Guesthouse was. Lu Xiaodong said that our guesthouse was next to the hospital. By waiting for us in front of the hospital entrance, he would also be waiting for us in front of the guesthouse entrance. But after looking all around nearby the hospital, we only came across places like McDonald’s, teahouses, and malls. What Shicheng Guesthouse? We couldn’t even find a public restroom.

‘Excuse me miss, do you know if there’s a Shicheng Guesthouse somewhere around here?’

The young woman looked at me, her guard up, and waved her arm in an exaggerated fashion several times, not saying a word as she trotted off, her butt wiggling as she went, holding her umbrella to block the sun, looking like a sexy mushroom, quickly moving away from me. Was she mute? Or, perhaps men too often tried to get her attention, so she would instinctively put up her guard?

‘Ma’am—’

Just as I opened my mouth, the plump older lady waved her hand at me, saying, ‘My family doesn’t need anything. We have air conditioning, a refrigerator, and a colour TV. We even have laundry detergent and sewing needles. Ask someone else.’ She hadn’t opened her umbrella, and instead kept soaking up her sweat, turning herself into an afternoon sponge. She thought I was a salesman.

My spirits plummeted. A friend of mine from Shanghai put it well: modern society’s crisis in social interaction has a lot to do with women. Little girls are afraid of getting trafficked, young ladies are afraid of getting harassed, and older women are afraid of salespeople. I didn’t want to look for a little girl to prove my friend’s theory, and anyway Lu Yi was already smirking at me. Who made me boast that I knew Nanjing like the back of my hand? I had attended university here, and had basically ridden the entire length of the bus system. There weren’t any places I hadn’t come across or wasn’t aware of. I’d been to every little corner of this city. Lu Yi said that was great – since he had never been to Nanjing before, he would count on me for everything. It turned out I had exaggerated, and this afternoon, I had become a stranger in Nanjing just two years after graduating from university. I couldn’t even find a guesthouse in a fancy part of the city. This was too embarrassing! Lu Yi sat there without a single worry, covering his head with the newspaper page he had been sitting on. He didn’t want to pointlessly move around so, instead, constantly complained. He has a poor internal compass and becomes even more of a stranger when in already unfamiliar places.

It was just too hot, and this heat was unfamiliar to me. I remember that when I was in university it also was quite hot – but I don’t know if it’s because my memory has gotten worse or there’s some other reason, but, back then, the heat would dissipate over time, fading away, and becoming a thing of the past. This made me think that that sort of heat was pleasant, and not at all like it was now, disgustingly hot, so hot you didn’t want to go on. I wiped away some sweat with my palm and quickly went over to an old man leaning on a cane. Perhaps only this sort of old man, nearing death, would feel safe enough to help me.

‘Sir, do you know where Shicheng Guesthouse is?’

‘What?’ He used a hand to block the sun, letting my voice enter his cool ears.

‘Shicheng Guesthouse.’

‘Oh, I’ve never heard of it.’

He shook his head solemnly, tapping his cane as he walked away.

After this, I asked a middle-aged man riding a bicycle. I figured he was probably a local, since he was wearing sandals and his top was only a tank top. He also didn’t know the guesthouse. He said that he had been working nearby for nearly a decade and had never heard of such a guesthouse. He did know about Jinling Hotel though, but he smirked at me, saying, ‘But there’s no point in telling you about it, since I figure you can’t afford to stay there.’

‘Thanks for the reminder,’ I said. ‘To keep things simple, it looks like I have no choice but to go to Jinling Hotel.’

I didn’t plan to ask anyone else. He was right, I couldn’t afford to stay in Jinling Hotel, since my wallet was embarrassingly low of cash. As I was a middle school teacher, my occupation had no relation to money. I was supposed to be staying at Shicheng Guesthouse. Lu Xiaodong had reserved a room for us and said that the quality of the accommodations wasn’t bad. A room that could fit three people, with AC, a TV, a desk and chair, and beds. And the key, he said, was that it was cheap. This was the most attractive aspect of it. I was quite happy, maybe even slightly excited. Shicheng Guesthouse… you hear that? It was a guesthouse. I had a strong belief in that word, ‘guesthouse.’ It couldn’t compare with Jinling Hotel, but at least it was higher quality than something like a hostel, which brings to mind sharing a room with strangers. The most important aspect, I’ll say it again, was that it was cheap, and had AC. During summertime in Nanjing, which feels like being in a furnace, AC and water are of equal importance. So I had to find Shicheng Guesthouse and Lu Xiaodong. I had Lu Yi stay put in case Lu Xiaodong ended up coming. I went to take a look across the street, since maybe Lu Xiaodong was impatient and went to the post office to buy a newspaper to read.

The sun shone down on me, making me woozy and feeling a little bit out of it. The sunlight was a bright white, and unstable like a fire. I poured the remaining half of my water on my head lest I collapse from heatstroke and get run over in the sea of cars. The asphalt was softened by the sunlight, making it feel uneven as I walked on it. The cars let out crackling noises as they tore along the road. As I made my rounds around, just as I was getting ready to follow the flow of the crowd to the left and head over to the post office, I heard someone calling my name. Once, and then again. I stopped in my tracks and looked to my right, searching for ages until I saw Lu Xiaodong waving a newspaper under a Coca-Cola billboard. His glasses were like two little suns, bright lights shining toward me. He was, of course, wearing sandals, board shorts, and a t-shirt.

Behind me, an angry series of horns honked. A stream of cars was stuck waiting behind me, since the pedestrian crossing signal had already turned red again. I waved at the first car and slowly walked towards the Coca-Cola sign. The heat put me in a daze, like I’d been woken halfway through an afternoon nap.

‘Why are you guys arriving just now? I’ve been waiting for two hours.’ Lu Xiaodong said, yawning, unable to forget about his afternoon nap.

‘We were looking for you in front of the hospital, where did you run off to? What’s Shicheng Guesthouse? Nobody has heard of the damn place.

‘There,’ Lu Xiaodong pointed at a building in front of us with his newspaper. ‘Just in front of Gulou Hospital is Shicheng Guesthouse.’

It was my mistake, Lu Yi and I had gone to Gulou Dental Hospital, but Lu Xiaodong meant Gulou Hospital. It was a difference of fewer than 2,000 meters, but the difference was too large. The two of them made fun of me: ‘You studied for four years here, but it looks like it was all for nothing.’

Damn it, I really thought I knew Nanjing like the back of my hand.

Shicheng Guesthouse was actually a somewhat large motel. Its name used to be ‘Shicheng Motel,’ but sometime within the last two months it was changed to ‘Guesthouse’ instead. From the exterior of the guesthouse, one could see that the walls were old, the design was dated, and the copper ‘Shicheng’ had aged as well. The word ‘guesthouse’ was the only new aspect of this dilapidated scene – the word glistening, cheerfully added after ‘Shicheng.’

‘It’s a strategy,’ the guesthouse owner, Little Wei told us, full of pride. ‘We have to keep up with the latest trends. Now, both the middle class and their dreams are on the rise. We can offer good quality rooms for rich people to stay in, and offer poor quality rooms for poor people to dream in. They can spend a small amount of money to stay in a guesthouse, which is a great comfort to their difficult lives. It’s just great. My older sister couldn’t have ever expected that as soon as we changed the name, things would get interesting. Look at how customers, including you guys, are coming now.’

He was sitting in our room, going on and on about his business. Little Wei was 27 years old, and had actually gone to the same university as me. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to graduate. He was just a sleazy guy seeing three girls at the same time. That turned into a big disaster that he couldn’t clean up, and, as a result, he was expelled. Which was fine, as he was content with his current situation. His older sister went to Japan, and before leaving she gave the motel to him, so he became the owner. He decided he would run it well, or at least run it better than his older sister.

‘What do you think? Are you satisfied?’ Little Wei asked. ‘If you have any issues, feel free to ask me. We’re university brothers, so don’t be shy.’

‘It’s not bad,’ I said. ‘I’m pretty satisfied.’


But I still thought that ‘guesthouse’ was a bit of a stretch, as clearly the guesthouse was in shabby condition. There was nothing here, it was in disrepair and old. There were four floors in total, with three of them able to accommodate guests. The first floor had a small lobby, and behind the front desk were some decent quality quartz clocks, ticking at different speeds. They were labelled ‘Beijing,’ ‘New York,’ ‘Tokyo,’ ‘London,’ and so on. There was no need to do so though, as foreign devils would never stay here, unless they were beggars who had come to Nanjing to make a living picking up junk. Little Wei and a young worker both sat underneath the air conditioning by the front desk all day, flirting amidst the loud humming of the rubbish air conditioner. Most of the rest of the first floor had been rented out, another way for Little Wei to make some money. A married couple had rented space for a noodle shop and, when standing in front of the guesthouse, you could hear the short owner from Lanzhou pounding noodles against a stainless steel table.

I wasn’t able to tell which people lived on the second floor even after my later observations. The rooms near the lift had been reserved year-round, on the doors were dim copper plates, large and small, placed on various parts of the door, saying, ‘XX County’ or ‘XX City, Nanjing Office.’ Most were county names, and the few city names were county-level cities. You could often see one or two men or women coming out of the office, and when the door was wide open you could see the interior layout. It was like the office of the principal of an elementary school in a rural, impoverished area, with brochures chaotically strewn out across the plain tables. In addition, there were a messy bed and some cooking utensils, along with a cabbage cut in half. A man was wearing a suit and shorts, his bare feet resting on the desk. He was far from his hometown and very lonely, so emotional that he didn’t even want to smoke. There were often three or four adults and children who would come out together from one of the two rows of deeper, more numerous rooms within. Looking at them, you could see they were a family, and from the way they were dressed and presented themselves, the adults seem to have been laid off. There were also students. Most were from local universities preparing to stay in Nanjing for the summer to earn some spending money. They reserved a room together, sleeping in bunk beds, living just like they would in a university dorm. The second floor was a bit chaotic. Besides the people from the office, you couldn’t see too many familiar faces. Each time I came across a stranger by the stairs, I would guess whether or not they had just checked in. Too many people were coming and going on the second floor. I suspected that even Little Wei wasn’t sure who was staying at his guesthouse.

The fourth floor was the most realistic reason for Little Wei’s confidence in changing the motel’s name to ‘guesthouse.’ He spent capital on renovating the fourth floor’s rooms, which were called ‘standard rooms’ in the guesthouse’s description downstairs. There were four double rooms, and the rest of the rooms were standard single rooms. Of course, they all had double beds. I didn’t go into these rooms, and only occasionally passed them when I went up to the top floor to hang my clothes to dry. Unless it was just a coincidence that whenever I passed through there weren’t many people around, I think it’s fair to say that there weren’t even five people staying on that floor, even during peak business periods. The rooms didn’t become popular with the middle class, as Little Wei had imagined they would. Where had the middle class gone? Lu Xiaodong made a good point: he said that the prices of rooms on the fourth floor were almost as expensive as a three-star hotel’s rooms, but the conditions were awful. Only someone soft in the head would stay there. Perhaps the interior conditions of the rooms were all right, but the surrounding environment was not at all praiseworthy. The fourth floor was the top floor, meaning that the sun couldn’t be blocked out. Add on the fact that the air conditioner was constantly blowing out dry air, and the rooms were dry as paper. If you could grab a handful of that air, it would be crisp and crunchy. They were also stuffy. I saw a worker come out from a single room after changing the sheets and towels, holding onto the door frame, breathing heavily. Only half of the fourth floor could accommodate guests, with the other half an empty space which was used as a public balcony. Around ten strings were hung across the room in a disorderly manner, and laundry could only be hung there to dry.

As for the third floor, that was where Lu Yi, Lu Xiaodong, and I stayed. The conditions weren’t the best but we didn’t want to settle for any worse. The room conditions were in-between the standard rooms of the floor above and the mixed, dorm-style rooms of the floor below. On this floor, there were no communal dorms, and also absolutely no standard rooms. The rooms were all typical double, triple, and quadruple rooms. Later we found out that if you wanted to have a bit of fun in a room here, like by turning it into a single or double room, or a mixed dorm, you could do so. You just had to reserve the entire room. In other words, besides the bedding fees per each individual, the costs for these rooms weren’t calculated according to the number of people staying, but rather according to the room type. Naturally, the rooms were more expensive than those on the second floor. There were photos of football stars covering the walls of our room: Pelé, Maradona, Zidane, Figo, Beckham, Raúl…and also a team photo of Manchester United. Little Wei said that there were three Nanjing University students who had stayed here for six months, frittering their money away.

Of course, there were other guests, like three young nurses, several company employees on a business trip, regular guests that came and went, and the ill from other parts of the country who wanted to seek treatment at Gulou Hospital. All those different people squeezed into the second floor of the guesthouse. Those who knew each other and those who didn’t, all would sometimes bump into each other in the dimly lit corridor.

The Joy of Moving

When we first started staying in the guesthouse, we were in room 314. Four days later we moved to neighbouring room 316, since Lu Yi received three urgent calls ordering him to return home. He wasn’t able to remain in Nanjing anymore, and coincidentally Little Wei needed a triple room to rent out, so he asked us to vacate room 314.

Something I should add is that the three of us came to Nanjing to attend preparatory classes for the graduate school entrance exam. A co-worker who passed the exam said that if I truly wanted to escape from this crappy school, I had to take the exam, and if I truly wanted to pass the exam, I had to attend prep classes for it. It was like he was doing free advertising for the prep classes, since he was saying how the teachers for the classes were experts who had deeply researched the exam questions. Some had even written questions for past exams at one point or another. Also, having someone show you the way was always better than fumbling around in the dark by yourself. You just had to spend a little money.

Of course, we wanted to pass the exam. Just like when you’re sick and you scramble to see a doctor, we registered for summer graduate school exam prep classes. Our main worry was the obstacle our school presented us. I don’t know if other middle schools are like the one I work at, where they want to tie you down until you’re too tired to run away. The principal said what are you taking the graduate school exam for? Do you want to leave us? No way. Unless you’ve made an unforgivable mistake or the quality of the education is truly awful, don’t even think about resigning before you’re 40. This is the system, the principal explained. The system is set in stone and is nothing money can change. If you respect the system, it must be respected, and even if you don’t respect the system, it still must be respected. You are a teacher and have to not let your professional conscience down. What else is there to be said? The principal had basically laid out a ‘Catch-22.’ The system is set in place, don’t look forward to resigning or taking the graduate school exam. Also, don’t make clumsy mistakes, because teachers have a minimum standard of professionalism. Stay where you are and focus on teaching your classes.

We couldn’t sit still though, and we were always thinking about going somewhere else – although it was really embarrassing to say so out loud. Our consciences had some issues, and we were turning our backs on our school to take part in another activity, like how we had come to Nanjing now to take graduate school entrance exam prep classes.

It was Lu Yi’s own misfortune to be urgently called back to the school. Who was it that forced him to study computing? Everyone knows that computing is a decent job that makes good money. Who would be willing to work at a normal middle school? A computing teacher meant the loss of an important teacher, so he was the primary target for the administrators to keep watch over. Our school only had two computing teachers: Lu Yi and a female teacher surnamed Wen. Ms. Wen didn’t need to worry. At the moment her belly was bulging as she awaited the arrival of her son. Even if she was asked to come, she wouldn’t be able to. Also, her husband was the deputy director of the teaching office, and so everyone would have been aware that she was the family of an administrator. Lu Yi was the one he was anxious about, as he was 24 or 25 years old, an unstable age. He was also single, meaning he could do anything. Lu Xiaodong and I figured that the most likely reason he was called back was because his recent whereabouts made school administrators very uneasy. The official reason was that the school, at the last minute, decided to provide a summer computing class for those interested, so Lu Yi had to go back and work overtime. Lu Yi’s family members said that he went to Jiangxi to see some relatives, but the administrators said that he needed to come back as quick as possible, even if he had to take a flight, since the class would be starting soon. There was nothing Lu Yi’s mother could do, and she called him three times over three days, making him go back.

Lu Yi’s exam prep class hadn’t started yet, at the time of his departure, because we had arrived in Nanjing a few days early. Before leaving, he had us help him return his course registration card for him since he wasn’t able to attend the class. This year’s graduate school exam was probably going to be a bust for him. At noon on the day Lu Yi left, Little Wei came to our room and asked us to do him a favour by moving to room 316 next door. That room only had two beds, while the room we were currently in had three beds. Lu Yi’s bed wasn’t being used, so we might as well help Little Wei do some business.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Little Wei said, ‘A friend told me that a family of three plans on staying here for a month or two. They can’t afford to stay in the more expensive rooms, and they don’t want to stay in the worse rooms. All of the triple rooms are occupied, so I have no choice but to ask you guys for a favour.’

I looked at Lu Xiaodong.

Lu Xiaodong said, ‘No problem, we’ll do as the boss says.’

Little Wei said, ‘What a relief, thank you so much. When we’re all free I’ll take you guys to eat some watermelon. Life right now is really damn hard, and it’s all for a little bit of money.’

We took our backpacks and moved to room 316. We were all very happy thanks to the anticipation of moving. The conditions in the new room were a bit better, and the picture quality of the TV was clearer than the one in 314. An unexpected benefit was that we finally were staying across from the three young nurses who worked at Gulou Hospital. Lu Xiaodong told me earlier over the phone that in the room diagonally across from ours were three young nurses, and one of them was fairly attractive. When we got tired of studying, we could appreciate her looks and give our eyes a good rest. Regrettably, even after we were there for a few days, I never had a chance to get a good look at the pretty nurse Lu Xiaodong was talking about. They were busy with work, coming and going without a trace. At night I could hear them coming back, chatting away, but by the time I opened my door to sneak a peek at them, they had already closed theirs. During Those hot summer days, they didn’t want other people to see anything. It’s fine now, Lu Xiaodong said, since we lived across from them now, we just need to open our door nice and wide and there would be no way they could escape our sight.

They didn’t hide, but rather they would walk by us one by one. When we weren’t attending class and didn’t want to go outside, especially during noontime or at night, we kept our door wide open so we could openly appreciate them. Little Wei didn’t like how we kept our door open since this let hot air into our room, making our air conditioner work harder and using up more of his electricity. He was too polite to say anything about it though, so when he occasionally passed by our room, he pretended he wanted to say a few words, offering some small talk on how the weather was really hot or how he had just eaten, and as he left he would shut the door. We would open the door again after he left. The nurses finally had no choice but to come and go in view of us, sometimes wearing their uniforms and other times not.

On the third night after we moved into room 316, Lu Xiaodong and I were admiring them. At around 10:00, we heard them talking and laughing as they came up the stairs, so we sat behind our desk and pretended to be studying. A crisp, clear voice came rumbling through the hall, laughing.

Lu Xiaodong said, ‘That’s her, the prettiest one.’

The three girls came to the front of the door, naturally glancing at our room from the corners of their eyes. They bunched together in front of their door, telling each other to open it. One girl was wearing a pink dress. You could say she was big, tall, and plump, and especially because of her swaying breasts, was even a bit intimidating. What was a common sight was that she had a long braid of hair, and because of the hot weather, the braid looked like a snake, coiled and lying in wait. A thin girl was opening the door. Her body looked malnourished, and her facial features and major body parts looked undeveloped. Fortunately, she wasn’t too short and still had potential. When each of her body parts awakens someday, she’ll probably be a pretty presentable girl. She was probably near-sighted, her light-yellow dress standing out as she searched for the keyhole. The girl Lu Xiaodong was talking about was the one near our room. Her body was well-developed, and it was as if the traces of a young woman still glistened. Her skin was good, and her arm, which was rich and well-developed like a fresh lotus root, was moving, a handkerchief in her hand. It was too hot, she said. Her hair, not too long and not too short, had clearly been dyed a light golden colour, and she had just put a big hair clip in it. She was wearing a tight-fitting short-sleeve shirt with a waistline, and a skirt down to her knees. As her arm moved, some of the skin around her waist was quickly visible a few times, looking light, smooth, and delicate. I thought, for no good reason, that her body was overflowing with passion and yet also smooth and steady. Her body surely had experienced a great deal of happiness in life, since only happy bodies could be this graceful, emitting an unfathomable sense of happiness, peacefulness, and temptation. Looking at her fresh looks was like drinking black tea: comfortable and a little warming.

‘Not bad,’ I said. ‘You’ve got a good eye.’

Lu Xiaodong pridefully laughed, smugly quipping, ‘Look at me, I figure these things out sooner or later.’

‘Shuyue, fan me with your handkerchief. I’m sweating to death,’ said the girl opening the door, still taking pains with the key.

‘Calm down, calm down.’ The pretty nurse waved her handkerchief towards her.

Lu Xiaodong used a pen to write on a piece of paper: ‘Shuyue.’

The Family of Three Next Door

A family of three, as one might expect, checked into room 314. There was a forty-something-year-old man who would smile for no reason upon meeting others, as if he were trying to curry good favour with them. There also was a girl around age 20, the kind of girl who looked pure and sorrowful, as if she were suppressing suffering within. Her upper eyelids were slightly swollen. She called the man ‘dad.’ There was also a boy, around 10 years of age, who also called him ‘dad.’ He wasn’t short, but as soon as you saw him, you knew he was an idiot, the shape of his head was naturally odd, and no matter how you looked at it, it was asymmetrical. It was his two eyes that were most representative of his status as an idiot. They were the same as basically all other idiots, in that the distance between them was shockingly large. There was no way they could ever look in the same direction at the same time, making it impossible to figure out what he was looking at. In a low, muffled voice, he called out to the girl, his older sister.

When they came, Lu Xiaodong and I were in our room, our door open. Little Wei and a worker brought them over, and when they passed by our room they said, ‘Your new neighbours are here!’

Lu Xiaodong and I were too shy to go out and see. The man, who had a shaved head, was soaked in sweat, along with his clothes, and carried a snakeskin bag and a leather suitcase. Upon seeing us, he quickly smiled, saying, ‘Sorry to disturb you guys. Nice to meet you.’

We didn’t go back to our room right away. We stood there, a mutual understanding between us, wanting to get a closer look at the girl, who was holding a string bag. In the bag were a washbasin, clothes rack, lunch box, and toothbrush, along with other daily necessities. The girl glanced at us and quickly lowered her head again, saying to the boy in a low voice, ‘Stop being annoying,’ as he was shaking a toy rattle-drum.

Not bad. Lu Xiaodong and I gave each other a knowing glance and smiled. One could say we thought rather highly of the girl. The boy didn’t listen to her, and he turned his face towards us, laughing mischievously. Saliva hung from his mouth as he cheerfully said, ‘dad.’

I didn’t want to assume that the boy had mistaken who he was talking to, since it wasn’t clear to me what he was even looking at. He was cross-eyed. Who knows, maybe his field of vision was much greater than that of the average person. He nonchalantly expressed great anger towards us, letting out a ‘hmph’ as he turned his face back, calling out to his older sister.

Little Wei patted the boy’s head in a fake, kind-hearted manner, saying ‘So cute.’

The boy quickly grimaced at him, saying, ‘dad.’

Little Wei looked scared and raised his brows. The man said to him, apologetically, ‘Sorry, my son’s head has some issues and he can only say two things. Whenever he meets others, he’s like this. I hope you can understand.’ The worker opened the door and the family went in. Before going in herself, the girl looked back at us, making my heart pound. The man was all smiles, and as he headed in, he politely said to us again, ‘I’m really sorry to have disturbed you guys.’

Little Wei was explaining things next door, and when he passed by our room, he said, ‘Is this room alright? You helped them out, they’re not from around here.’ No problem, we replied. Little Wei closed the door as he left.

Lu Xiaodong and I started to talk because we were both a bit puzzled. There were three of them staying in the same room. Of course, there were enough beds for them all, but the issue was that the girl was an adult woman. Although she dressed simply, she was beautiful and mature. How could she stay in the same room with a forty-something-year-old man? Even though it was her father, it wasn’t right. We all know that women and their personal affairs can be quite the hassle. They’re also used to having tons of secrets in their lives.

‘It’s probably so they can save money,’ I said.

‘Who knows, anything goes nowadays, Lu Xiaodong said suggestively, ‘But that girl is really not bad.’

Our Academic Life

Without a doubt, we came to Nanjing to take graduate school exam prep classes. Lu Xiaodong and I constantly kept this purpose in mind. We were students, not tourists here to sightsee. We emphasized this to each other so we could remind and encourage each other. When we previously were students, our grades were average. It had been two years since we had graduated, and we had completely forgotten what it felt like to study. Now, studying would give us the solemn, sad sense of regret about being so lazy when we were younger. This feeling inspired us to attend class, study foreign languages, memorize political facts, and review class materials from our majors. We didn’t have much time, so we had to work as hard as we could.

The start of things left me very satisfied, as seen in how my life had a strong routine to it. I went to my classes when I was supposed to, and early in the morning I would rush to the classroom to get a good seat. I was in the foreign language class, and Lu Xiaodong was in the politics class. The classrooms were quite far apart from each other, and time-wise the classes were different lengths. The foreign language class was taught in Hehai Auditorium, which was pretty close to the guesthouse. On foot it was about half an hour, and by bus it took just ten minutes to get there, but you had to transfer buses in the middle of the commute. I thought that would be too much of a hassle, so I typically walked. After getting out of bed I would get soy milk, a deep-fried dough stick, and a jianbing by the noodle shop down on the street. I would wear a t-shirt and shorts, carrying a pen, paper, and study materials in my handbag, along with a foldable fan. If I didn’t bring a fan, I would die of heatstroke in the classroom. More than 2,000 people filled the upper and lower parts of Hehai Auditorium, with bare arms and legs everywhere. If you arrived late, you had to sit in the aisle. I don’t know why, but now everyone wanted to take the graduate school exam. I saw a countless number of young and old faces, all dripping with sweat just like straw thrown onto a balcony on a rainy day. At this time I felt another unavoidably solemn, sad feeling. My mind was full of doubts. If I couldn’t pass the exam, then just let me be a martyr who dies on the battlefield that is the testing site. Everybody was smug, confidently finding a place to sit as if they had, at that instance, had their graduate school acceptance letters in their pockets. Seeing all these warriors brimming with confidence, I couldn’t help but feel hopeless, and because I felt hopeless I felt sad and solemn, as with a strong sense of lofty aspirations one works as hard as possible. The air conditioning in the auditorium seemed non-existent and basically couldn’t be felt at all, and just made us endure a summer hotter than normal. Without my folding fan, it would have been too difficult to even breathe.

Damn, everyone had gone crazy. Lu Xiaodong said things were the same where he was as well. He was taking classes in Nancang Auditorium, which was extremely far from the guesthouse. Even by bus, it took 40 minutes to get there. He felt great agony because of this, since when he would wake up very early, he would get a headache due to his mental issues. He also wasn’t able to take a proper afternoon nap since there wasn’t enough time. He could only spread newspapers in the shade underneath a tree, symbolically sitting his butt on top of them to take a quick nap. After he was done with a day’s worth of classes, he felt like a diseased chicken full of suffering, overcome with sleepiness. He would incessantly hit his head and become short-tempered. At these times he would ask me to go on a walk with him to Gulou Square to relax a bit. I smirked as I encouraged him, saying that the ancients thought that once you achieved your academic goals, you could die a happy person. You’re still alive and should be happy with what you have. He let out a deep sigh and said, damn, dying would save me some trouble. What am I taking this exam for?!


Even though he said this, the next day he still went to the auditorium to torture himself. Since he was putting his all into things, not going to take the exam would be too much of a damn shame. Lu Xiaodong said that if he went to take the exam, he would have to try and get a decent score, or else he would be letting himself down. So we still had to work hard. When we didn’t have class, he would gather his textbooks and tell me to come with him to Nanjing University to study.

Every few days we would have our prep classes, on and off for a little more than a month. Halfway through we had a lot of free time and would go to Nanjing University to find a room to study. We weren’t far from Nanjing University, we had had to head straight out of the guesthouse, take a right at the first intersection, and then we would be there.

There aren’t many students at Nanjing University during the summer. Those who stay for the summer either do part-time jobs in Nanjing to make some money or take the graduate school exam. For the latter group of studious comrades, the school set aside a few classroom buildings to serve as self-study spaces. We made our way in there, out of place but wanting to take advantage of the stimulation that the hardworking, studious environment gave us. We really studied a lot during that time at Nanjing University. We ate dinner at the university’s cafeteria, sitting with young students at the same table, thinking we were really pulling things together and looking like we were studying hard. It was unfortunate that we weren’t trying to get admitted to Nanjing University, otherwise we could fully enjoy the atmosphere here and be prospective students. Of course, to be a prospective student, you had to pass the exam.

But who knows about this sort of stuff? I had no idea where I wanted to study. As for the exam results, you just had to ask your advisor. But what’s an advisor? Neither of us had any idea. So while we were reviewing for the exam, we often sighed. What were we doing, taking the damn graduate school exam when we were so clueless? We wandered around at night on the Nanjing University campus, passing through roads with lights and mud paths without lights, and occasionally cutting across the lawn or gardens. This was often pretty fun. We would hear the intense sighs of the dense shrubbery and stuffy cries let out by the branches and leaves. These stirring sounds suddenly stopped as we came, and we didn’t even want to slap away the many mosquitoes that were biting us. There were also people who, with no regard for others around them, sat on the chairs by the lawn and kissed as if they were doing some sort of strenuous physical labour. We weren’t trying to be creepy by peeking at them, rather we really just wanted to rest on one of the benches beside them. We chatted while watching them, and when we got tired of sitting, they were still going at it. Surely, they had to be very sweaty. Kissing is an arduous task on a Nanjing summer night, but they could keep it up almost the entire night.

‘I give up,’ I said, standing up. ‘We should go.’

Lu Xiaodong said, sighing, ‘We don’t even have the energy for this and we want to take the damn graduate school exam. Let’s go and have a couple drinks.’

We gathered our books and left campus, ending up at a nearby bar called ‘Scarecrow.’ Nightlife in the Scarecrow bar had just started, with a ton of people engaging in the pleasures of drink. We found a place to sit in a corner and ordered four cans of beer, two each, listening to the calm and tranquil piano sounds of Richard Clayderman as we drank our beers. Behind the bar counter hung a giant scarecrow, whose giant, child-like hand was raised to welcome customers. The bar was decorated to look like it belonged to an African tribe. Primitive straw, wheat, and tree bark were used, and on the wall hung strange tree root carved handicrafts. There were also delightful face masks. If there weren’t stemmed glasses and if the waitress wasn’t wearing modern makeup, you really would have thought you were in the living room of a tribal chief. Most of the waitress’ skin was suggestively visible under the lights, providing some excitement for the drinkers.

Lu Xiaodong said, holding his beer, ‘Look at their clothes, there’s so little coverage it’s like the Sahara Desert.

‘We should pay our respects to them. Economic development relies on our female compatriots, and they’re helping the country save a lot of cloth.’

‘I’m thinking of that young nurse, Shuyue. Yeah, she’s not bad,’ Lu Xiaodong said tipsily. ‘Damn, taking a damn graduate school exam!’

I looked at the time, 11:30. ‘Let’s go.’ I finished my beer. ‘When we get back we still have to shower, and if we’re late there won’t be any hot water left.’

The Shower Issue

We hurried back to the guesthouse. Little Wei and a female worker with long, protruding ears were napping at the front desk. Little Wei squinted, opening his eyes as he heard our footsteps. He said, ‘What are you guys coming back just now for? Did you shower?’

‘Nope.’


‘The power has already been cut off for today. You’ll have to manage with a cold shower.’

‘No problem,’ said Lu Xiaodong, exaggeratedly showing off the little bit of muscle on his arm to the female worker who had just woken up. ‘Our bodies are strong.’

Passing through the second floor, we saw that the door to the shower was open, and inside it was completely dark. Great, the shower was unoccupied now. Lu Xiaodong made me go upstairs to get a fresh change of clothes, towels, and soap for us. He waited there to save our spots. We did this sort of thing a lot, since we had no other choice. Besides the fourth floor’s standard rooms which had their own showers, people on the second and third floors had to use this public shower, and it was first come, first serve. Originally, the guesthouse had two other public showers. They were in the room by the stairs on the second floor, which had separate showers for men and women. These showers were broken now, and the door was kept locked. The only use that room had now was that there was a large makeup mirror outside the door that could be used. We came out of the shower and brushed our hair in front of this mirror. Occasionally, we would pop some pimples that had been lying in wait for a while. We didn’t have a mirror in our room and were too lazy to buy one, so if we needed to straighten up our clothes, we had to go downstairs to use this mirror.

To solve this shower issue, Little Wei repaired a crude shower at the end of the hall on the second floor. He installed two Yuhuan brand water heaters, and the shower was turned into a public shower. If a man came, it became a men’s shower, and if a woman came it became a women’s shower. After entering, you would lock the door with a bolt. Those who came after it was locked only could wait and put a washbasin by the door to symbolically mark their place in line. After they did that, they could either go back to their rooms or stand in front of the mirror and kill time. Those who came even later would put down their washbasins in the order they arrive, making a long queue.

Because the shower was used by both men and women, it was clearly a complex arrangement, especially in terms of the clothes being hung on the wall and the rubbish bin. We typically went to the shower together. Lu Xiaodong never failed to remind me to take a look at the rubbish bin. Inside were mainly menstrual pads which had been disposed of, along with underwear that the owner no longer wanted to wear. What was more interesting was that there were often careless women who forget the underwear that they had changed out of on the hook in the shower. The underwear would timidly hang there, serving as an exhibit for streams of men and women day after day.

That night we saw a bra. I was bringing our bathing necessities and clothes to the shower, and saw that Lu Xiaodong had entered, leaving the door slightly ajar. I pushed the door, going inside, and Lu Xiaodong pointed at the bra dangling on the hook, saying, ‘Take a guess, who do you think this belongs to?’

‘How would I know? At any rate, it’s not mine.’

‘It’s Shuyue’s, for sure,’ Lu Xiaodong grabbed it, putting it under his nose and sniffed at it. ‘It still has a good scent to it, take a whiff.’

I was too shy to touch that thing, and asked him, ‘What makes you think it’s Shuyue’s?’

Lu Xiaoding said, brimming with self-confidence, ‘First, it’s pretty big. Look at it. Second, it’s a light blue. I saw her wearing it before. One day I passed by her, and through her cream-coloured shirt I saw it. Wow, I almost cried out then. A whole bunch of faintly visible blue.’

As was expected, there was no hot water. We used cold water to quickly wash ourselves. When we were showering, Lu Xiaodong kept going on and on and saying Shuyue’s name. Just as he was saying it, someone outside knocked on the door. We wrapped our towels around ourselves and went over to the door. We heard a women’s voice asking, ‘Is there anyone in there?’ It was Shuyue’s voice. Lu Xiaodong pointed at the bra on the wall and laughed with satisfaction.

‘Occupied,’ I said.

Outside was the sound of sandals on the floor, the sound getting further and further away.

‘We should open the door and let her in,’ Lu Xiaodong said. ‘But you’d have to leave.’ I went over to the shower head which was spouting out cold water, and Lu Xiaodong said again, ‘Damn. I’m really damn interested in her.’

Shaking Hands with the Idiot

Going to the square to take a walk was something Lu Xiaodong was quite passionate about. His mental condition was as if it had gotten slightly worse since coming to Nanjing, with his mind tense throughout the day. By the time it was night it was so tense he couldn’t take it anymore. He used an explanation that he thought of as specialized: his mind was like the old, stiff roots of a tree. The doctor said that with this sort of illness, it couldn’t just be instantly treated with medicine. It could only be slowly treated and the extremely stressed-out mind gradually restored to its normal elasticity and functionality, just like a spring. The doctor suggested that the mind had to be warmly stimulated and activated, made to relax completely, such as taking a hot foot bath or getting a foot massage after taking a walk. Lu Xiaodong faithfully followed the doctor’s advice. He strongly hoped that this difficult-to-understand, invisible illness could be cured quickly. Every day he washed his feet with hot water twice, even during the hottest days of summer. Besides that, he would also take walks, and found that Gulou Square, with its cobblestone path, was an excellent place to take walks.

At night, Gulou Square would be full of Nanjingers enjoying the cool air. This was Nanjing’s largest public square, centrally located and full of people. The square had sculptures, a garden, and strange coiled scholar trees, Japanese banana trees, benches, tea bars where one could sit and talk, and music being played in the open. In the spaces throughout the park were people shuttling about, along with Pekinese dogs led by their owners.

The square was vast and spacious. At night after the sun had set and the night winds had come, we would come to the little cobblestone path on the east side of the square, wearing t-shirts, big shorts, and sandals. All of the men in the square were dressed like this. The path was the domain of old men and women, who would put their sandals on the lawn by the side of the path and then slowly walk barefoot on the cobblestone, back and forth. It’s been said that this is an excellent way to work out, as it helps promote blood circulation and strengthens your body. There are a lot of nerves in the feet, making them equivalent to a person’s ‘second brain.’ Walking forward, or walking backwards. Gradually, some middle-aged women joined in. They were embarrassed about their bare feet and wore their pantyhose as they walked back and forth. Their pantyhose served as soft, thin-soled shoes, since the women didn’t like stepping on the stones, which might have hurt their feet. Those who were even younger came purely to join in on the excitement. They excitedly walked back and forth on the path a few times, and when they couldn’t take the feel of the hard stones anymore, they would step off the path. There were far too many people on the path flowing in an endless stream. It became a major attraction in the square, so many people came by to watch. The seats beside the path and the stone steps were full of people, as if they were enjoying a big performance art event.

This sort of walking was clearly exactly what Lu Xiaodong wanted. He took off his sandals and joined in the stream of people, following the old men and women, his head slightly down. After a half hour, he called it quits. Rubbing his temples, he told me that it was pretty effective, and his mind was much more at ease. I tried it twice, but gave up. I couldn’t take the hard stones.

I often sat on the stone steps doing people watching while Lu Xiaodong took his walk. If nothing strange happened, I would focus my attention on young, pretty girls. I had to admit, Nanjing was truly a beautiful city during the summer. The girls would unselfconsciously show off their beauty to the whole city, which, along with the hazy light and darkness of the night, could certainly make one say that the city, former capital of six dynasties, was full of beauty. The banks of the Qinhuai River during those ancient times, perhaps were lacking in beauty in comparison to today. Today, the girls’ fresh, beautiful arms and legs were clearly visible, but in ancient times, beautiful women would wear long-sleeved robes, with each inch of their skin hidden away under silk.

My appetite would be quenched after looking at enough beautiful girls, so I would go and find some new, more entertaining people to watch. I often ended up watching that little idiot. As long as it wasn’t raining, he would go to Gulou Square pretty much every night. He liked places with a lot of people, and he would energetically walk among everyone, shaking his old rattle-drum.

The first time the idiot came to the square was on the second night after he and his family had checked into Shicheng Guesthouse. Lu Xiaodong had finished his mental exercises for the day and was chatting with me as we sat on the stone steps. We saw the family of three come over from the west side of the square. The man’s right hand rested on his daughter’s shoulder, and the daughter was holding her little brother’s hand. The idiot’s right hand was shaking the rattle-drum. The man, according to what Little Wei told us, was surnamed Feng. Little Wei called him Old Feng. When Old Feng saw us, he immediately took his hand off his daughter’s shoulder, nodding and giving us a slight smile, mentioning how we had come here too. We stood up and returned his greeting, saying that we just came here to have a look. The girl glanced at us and then lowered her head. The idiot, in contrast, wasn’t afraid of people, and called us ‘dad’ as he shook his rattle-drum. The girl gave him a light slap, causing him to angrily turn his head away and shake his drum even louder.

They likely just came here to look around, since afterwards I never saw them again. But the idiot took a liking to this place though and would come alone every evening. Fortunately, since the guesthouse was close to the square, his father and older sister didn’t need to worry about him. They didn’t have time to worry about him. Old Feng was constantly busy job hunting. He would head out early and come home late, sometimes not even coming back to eat lunch. One day I was taking the bus, and when it passed through Xinjiekou I saw a man on the side of the street selling newspapers. I think it was him. Old Feng’s daughter stayed at the guesthouse. Every day she would do the wash and take care of her little brother, rarely leaving. Old Feng would bring back food. Their newly bought gas stove was in their room, making it look like they would be staying here long-term. When she wasn’t busy, she would watch TV. Going to the bathroom I would pass by their room, occasionally hearing muffled voices coming from their crappy TV.

The people enjoying the cool air liked to make fun of the idiot since he always would call out for his dad and older sister. If someone asked him, ‘little idiot, who am I?’ he would spurt out ‘dad’ or ‘older sister.’ If it was a man, he would say ‘dad,’ and if it was a woman, he would say ‘older sister,’ regardless of the person’s age. The idiot’s generous, childish, youthful excitement was loved by the people enjoying the cool weather. They would clamour to get him to call them ‘dad’ or ‘older sister.’ Often, once he started calling out these words in one place, he would keep it up as he worked his way through a crowd of people. They were happy seeing him endlessly calling out. He was also quite happy, as if he really had that many dads and older sisters. As he excitedly called out, he would keep loudly shaking his little rattle-drum. Lu Xiaodong and I were very resentful towards the little idiot. Why would he call each person he encountered ‘dad’ or ‘older sister?’ But, he was an idiot. We also couldn’t blame those who made fun of him, since the idiot was doing it of his own free will. They would just need to take out mints, a few melon seeds, or a half-empty water bottle for him, or even just laugh at him, and he couldn’t help but acknowledge others as his father.

There were some times when the idiot was unhappy. The first was when people would try to get him to call a woman ‘mom,’ and the other time was when people would want his rattle-drum. There weren’t many people who wanted his rattle-drum, as it was old, in poor condition, ugly, and filthy. Other people didn’t want to touch it. As soon as someone who didn’t know better extended a hand towards him, the little idiot would immediately jump back. He would open his two eyes which focused on different locations wide and angrily stare at the person. In his stupor he would display a ferocious look, which would then turn into laughter and drool. The other person wouldn’t be very interested in his rattle-drum, and would take back their hand, smiling as they asked him, ‘What am I called?’

He loudly answered, ‘Dad!’

What usually made him angry were those who tried to get him to say ‘mom.’ On a windy night when it was about to rain, I was sitting near the idiot. In front of him was a young couple. The guy man asked him, ‘What am I called?’

‘Dad,’ the idiot said.

‘What is she called?’

‘Big sister.’

‘No,’ the young man said, an arm around his girlfriend. ‘You should call her ‘mom.’’

‘Big sister!’

‘Call her ‘mom,’’ the young man said. His girlfriend laughed embarrassedly, hitting his chest. ‘Older sister!’ the little idiot was angrily crying out, even putting up a fighting posture, standing with his legs bent as he raised his little rattle-drum. ‘Older sister!’ he cried out. The guy was embarrassed, fiercely standing up, saying, ‘What’s wrong? You want to fight?’ The little idiot showed no sign of weakness, his neck turning red as he called out, ‘older sister!’ A crowd of excited people immediately gathered around them. The idiot was quite scary when angry, and the crowd wanted to see what he would be like as he got angrier. The guy’s girlfriend obviously didn’t like being involved in such a situation and insistently dragged her boyfriend, who was hurling insults, out of the crowd. The crowd was disappointed, just when the show was getting interesting it ended. Some crowd members who didn’t want to mind their own business planned on stepping forward and further provoking the idiot, but he spit on the ground and straightened his neck as he squeezed out of the crowd, his large t-shirt with one shoulder higher than the other hanging on his body.

The little idiot walked around somewhere, and ten minutes later he walked over to us, weak and lonely. He then stood in front of me, weak and lonely like when he was walking over. Suddenly, his face turned red as he extended his weak and lonely right hand out toward me. This time, he didn’t say, ‘dad.’ I was confused, what was he extending his hand for? I gave him my half-empty bottle of green tea, but he didn’t want it, confusing me.

‘He wants to shake hands with you,’ Lu Xiaodong jokingly said.

I was a little nervous since I never had shaken hands with an idiot before, but I still extended my hand outward and carefully grabbed his hand. If his older sister was fine with holding his hand, why wouldn’t I be? At that moment his older sister’s beautiful hand flashed in my mind, and I gradually relaxed my hand. The idiot smiled, slobber dripping out of his mouth.

Lu Xiaodong said, ‘Look how happy he is. He’s finally found a comrade.’ He surprisingly warmly held onto my hand and put his rattle-drum into his shorts pocket. His left hand held onto the half-empty green tea. He was very happy. The wind was getting stronger and it would start raining soon. I asked him if he wanted to go home. He cutely smiled at me and we went back to the guesthouse together.

From that point on, we were familiar with each other. He would often slip into our room to watch TV. He liked watching anime, but the picture on the TV in his room wasn’t clear, so I don’t know if he could understand. I just saw how he supported his chin with his hand, squatting on the floor acting well-behaved. He kept his mouth open as he happily watched TV, drool endlessly dripping out. When we asked if he liked what was on TV, he just would give a silly smile, his eyes pointing in different directions. He didn’t call us ‘dad’ anymore. He said nothing and just smiled in a silly way. When Old Feng or his older sister called out his name, he would immediately jump up and run out without even saying goodbye to us. With a little bit of effort on his part, he would slip back into our room, fooling around as he came in, and would squat on the floor again. We would hear his father or older sister calling out again:

‘Xiaoshan, come back.’

We got a phone call from Yaoyao.

Lu Xiaodong loudly called out to me from the room, saying that the call was for me. I wiped my sweaty hands as I came back from the room with the water cooler and asked him who it was. Who else could it be, he said, of course it’s Comrade Shen Yaoyao!

Me: ‘Hello? Yaoyao, I’m doing laundry.’ Yaoyao: ‘That sounds rough, I sympathize with you.’ Me: ‘I’ve got no choice, nobody is helping me to do the wash, so I have to do it myself.’ Yaoyao: ‘I’ll help you do the wash next time. So you really plan on taking the graduate school exam?’ Me: ‘Of course, if I’m not taking the exam then what did I come to Nanjing for?’ Yaoyao: ‘Have you decided to try and get into Peking University?’ Me: ‘I’ve got no other choice, it’s not like there’s a better university.’ Yaoyao: ‘Quit bragging. All right, how many days have you not thought of me for?’ Me: ‘I think about you every moment. At least 25 hours per day.’ Yaoyao: ‘Yeah right, I don’t believe you.’ Me: ‘I’m serious. At night I dream about you, and in my dream I also dream about you. At night there’s two of me dreaming about you. There are always 25 hours in a day.’ Yaoyao: ‘I’m not going to just talk with you. I’ve got good news for you. My mom gave her unspoken blessing!’ Me: ‘Blessing for what?’ Yaoyao: ‘Of course for us. The catch is you have to take the graduate school exam, and if you can get into Peking University, we should be set.’ Me: ‘Bringing up the exam again… sooner or later I’m going to become like the poor scholar Fan Jin from ‘The Scholars.’ Yaoyao: ‘Are you upset? I’ll let you calm down. Work hard. I’m going to go keep pestering my mom.’

After hanging up, I didn’t even want to do my laundry. Bringing up that damn exam again. Taking the damn graduate school exam. Yaoyao and I started dating our last year of university, but we haven’t made any progress over these past three years. The door to her family remains tightly shut to me. Her mom is like a spirit guarding the third floor, one who thinks I’m not progressing. By that, she is thinking of my job. I was a poor teacher whose monthly salary wasn’t enough to eat out twice a month. What prospects did I have? My family was average, I was average, and my job wasn’t up to par. Oh, forget it, forget it. That sort of person can’t become part of their family. She thought that I wasn’t good enough for her precious daughter. Yaoyao worked at a TV station as a writer and director. She would also sometimes work as a very boring host for an entertainment show, but would get high ratings. There’s little need to mention her accolades. In that small city, even dogs know her. There was also little need to mention her salary. Her monthly salary is equivalent to three months-worth of my salary. So her mom was extremely uneasy about things as a result. She always thought that Yaoyao had walked into a trap of mine with her eyes closed shut. She thought that her daughter had been possessed. If she weren’t a Party member, maybe she would seek out a great Buddhist figure to give Yaoyao an exorcism. Yaoyao’s father always followed after his wife. For more than 20 years he tirelessly upheld the ‘Two Whatevers.”1 If he saw me on the street, he would completely ignore me. He worked in biology and was more interested in houseflies than me. That was all right, though, since he just followed in the footsteps of his wife. The main target of our work was Yaoyao’s mom. I joked that she was a semifeudal fortress.

Yaoyao said that we had to come up with a plan to assault this fortress, so we gave each other separate tasks. Her task was to corrode the fortress from within, and my task was to assault the fortress from the outside. I only had one weapon I could use: the graduate school exam. Yaoyao said that her mom quoted a famous line from Shakespeare to prove the mediocrity of poor teachers: if you can’t do anything, become a teacher. Her mom also said that in today’s era, anyone could become a teacher. Illiterate people could even hop up on the podium. Why would I believe that you have good prospects? If you were a university professor, then we could have a discussion. But a mere middle school teacher? Forget it, what’s there to say? She refused to discuss it, speaking about it like she understood it very well. There were a countless number of people who spent their entire lives on teaching, dying as middle school teachers. After some consideration, Yaoyao said that I should escape and seek freedom. If I wanted to escape, I’d have to take the graduate school exam. I in fact didn’t want to keep working this job. As soon as I saw a massive pile of homework, I got a headache. Seeing red ink made me sick to the stomach.

All right, I wasn’t looking for excuses for myself. Everyone knew that, nowadays, being a teacher was getting more and more physically strenuous, and you had to have mental fortitude as strong as a butcher’s. I did not. As a child I didn’t want to kill fish, and now I didn’t have the heart to torture these children. So I didn’t want to work the job anymore. I also didn’t want to hear people blabbing in my ear all day about taking the graduate school exam. If I didn’t take the exam, it was as if I had no path forward. These words, ‘graduate school exam,’ along with exam papers, homework, and red ink all made it difficult for me to breathe. But I still decided to quickly march off to war, just like how I quickly went to war two years ago to become a teacher.


Shuyue

Getting to know someone is actually quite easy. For example, with Shuyue, she lived across from me. All I had to do was open my mouth and greet her. The key was finding an opportune moment. Lu Xiaodong waited for more than a week until he had a good opportunity. It was a little tacky, but it was useful. Of course, he didn’t want to let this chance go.

We had just finished eating dinner and were getting ready to go to Nanjing University to study when it suddenly started raining. This often happens during the summer in Nanjing. Meteorologists can’t predict at what time it’ll start raining. The raindrops were large and white, and they pattered against the awning by our window. Shuyue came running in from outside, shaking off the water from her hair and body, part of her dress sticking to her body. She knocked on her door, calling out her roommate’s name. After a while there was no answer. She knocked again, loudly, and still there was no answer. It looked like she hadn’t brought her key with her. We heard her murmuring, ‘Didn’t they say they’d wait in the dorm for me?’

We figured she had some major issue, otherwise she wouldn’t have kept knocking on the door all this time. I signalled to Lu Xiaodong. It was time for a hero to rescue the beautiful woman in distress. Although Lu Xiaodong was single now, he was a prior offender in terms of dating, and had no lack of experience. I could see it in his self-confident smile. He buried his head and walked over to the door saying:

‘It looks like they’ve all gone out. Do you need help with anything?’ Shuyue turned, slightly surprised. ‘Oh, thank you. It’s nothing,’ she said. ‘They said they would wait for me. My umbrella is inside.’ ‘Since they said they’d wait for you, they’re probably coming back soon. Come to our room and sit while you wait.’ Shuyue’s hesitation was understandable. ‘I’d just be disturbing you guys.’ ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Lu Xiaodong said, using his hand to wave her over and invite her in. ‘Just don’t mind how messy our room is. You can watch TV.’ Shuyue came in, sitting on the chair Lu Xiaodong brought over for her, not wanting to be impolite and decline. ‘Everyone knows each other?’ Lu Xiaodong asked. ‘We’re all neighbours, no need to be polite. I’m Lu Xiaodong, and he’s my friend.’ Shuyue gave a reserved smile, saying, ‘I’m Shuyue.’ And then it was silent. I’m bad at conversing with strangers. It was Lu Xiaodong’s turn to lead things and show his stuff. It sounded like Lu Xiaodong was trying to figure out what to say when he had nothing to say. But, I must admit, it takes skill to be able to naturally and sincerely small talk with others. ‘Our room is a bit messy, isn’t it? Do you want to change the channel?’

‘It’s fine, men’s rooms are probably all like this.’ Our departure had been indefinitely delayed, since I wasn’t able to guess how much small talk Lu Xiaodong had left in him. It felt like an interrogation. One question, one answer. Lu Xiaodong was always good at finding some boring but friendly topics. Things like ‘where are you from,’ ‘how long have you stayed in Nanjing,’ ‘what do you think about Nanjing,’ ‘are you used to life here,’ and so on. I don’t know if it was because she got tired of answering Lu Xiaodong’s questions, but Shuyue started looking at her watch over and over. She occasionally looked outside, but it was still raining.

‘Do you have urgent matter?’ Lu Xiaodong asked.

‘I still have some things to do. Why haven’t they come back yet? My keys and umbrella are locked in there.’

‘If it’s a really pressing matter, just use my umbrella. I’m not going to use it.’

‘I’d really hate to trouble you this much. You’re really not going to use it?’

‘Nope. We’re not going out tonight.’

Lu Xiaodong took my umbrella and gave it to her. I bought my umbrella right after coming to Nanjing, so it was newer than his. Lu Xiaodong’s crappy umbrella was old and not up to the task. It barely even worked, and when it rained hard, it would sprinkle underneath the umbrella. He generously lent my umbrella to her. He said we weren’t going out, but he also mentioned we would be going to Nanjing University. This guy.

‘No problem,’ I said to myself. ‘I unconditionally support my brother’s plan to woo her.’

That evening we didn’t go to Nanjing University. His umbrella was unusable. Lu Xiaodong thought that his plan had achieved an important step. The performance had begun. Now he had to figure out how to strike while the iron was hot and keep up the performance. He was excited. The umbrella had been borrowed and had to be returned. Meanwhile, there was an endless amount of possibilities with tons of great potential. I told him not to get too cocky. For all we knew, she already had a partner. Lu Xiaodong thought I was worrying about nothing. It was the 21st century, to get a job you had to compete. If she had a boyfriend, what was there to be afraid of? If she was already married, they could get divorced. That’s right. Just as long as she was alive, anything was possible. Lu Xiaodong’s excitement rubbed off on me, and when I was studying I couldn’t focus. I hastily flipped the pages as I energetically chatted with him. The TV was on, and the TV serial ‘Don’t Talk To Strangers’1 was being broadcast.

At 11 pm, Shuyue returned the umbrella, bringing with her words of thanks and a big watermelon. What a great girl, well-educated and with great manners. She even figured that we would want to eat watermelon. She didn’t stick around in our room, but that was fine. We could feel her presence, as she had dried out the umbrella and neatly folded it. Only a girl would have this ability. Lu Xiaodong was very content with this particular consideration. He had enough experience, which proved the subtlety of the act. According to him, as long as a girl doesn’t hate you, you have a 50% chance. Now, this percentage had gone up to 70%. He added that it would quickly go up to 80%.

He cut the watermelon, sending half of it over to the girls, six pieces in total. He was very considerate, as Shuyue and her roommates would get two pieces each. He couldn’t divorce himself from the masses. Just like if you wanted to marry a girl you had to win over her mother, he had to please the other two young nurses. They were an important public opinion base for the masses. External factors often deeply influence internal factors, and would cause contradictions to develop along an alternative path. This is what was written in philosophy books. Lu Xiaodong made flexible use of what he learned, connecting theory with practice.

After a half hour, Lu Xiaodong came back. He carefully closed the door, and slapped his thigh. ‘Damn,’ he said. ‘It was great. I sat on Shuyue’s bed, and I bet my ass is fragrant right now. Those two stupid girls thought I was the one who bought the watermelon, they were so happy.

‘What was Shuyue like? ‘I asked him.


‘Not bad. She can’t tell me ‘I love you’ directly.’

I only heard half of what he said. Lu Xiaodong always felt good. Besides the exam, which he kept swearing about, everything was smooth sailing for him. With him, everything would always go smoothly, unless he wasn’t willing to do something, like with the graduate school exam. He was forced to do that. Who the hell wants to read some books?

No matter how you put it, Lu Xiaodong was marching forward at a tremendous pace. Based on my observations, they had a good relationship with each other. When I walked in the halls with him, by the stairway, or on the road outside of the guesthouse, if we saw Shuyue, they would stop and chat with each other for a bit. If it was time to eat, Lu Xiaodong would politely invite her to eat with us. Shuyue would politely go with us to eat lunch or dinner. Even if it was just ramen or a bento, she would still happily eat it, and Lu Xiaodong would make her laugh.

One afternoon after I finished class, I saw that Lu Xiaodong had left a note. He said that he invited Shuyue to eat dinner with him that night at a Sichuan-style fish restaurant near Changjiang Bridge. He felt bad that I had to find something to eat for dinner by myself, and he wouldn’t be going to Nanjing University that night either, so I should just go myself. He ended the note with his classic, ‘Taking a damn graduate school exam…’

At 11 pm, I returned home from studying at Nanjing University. Little Wei called me over when I entered the guesthouse. Pushing his glasses up, he asked me why I was all alone, and where Little Lu was at.

‘He went out to have some fun,’ I said.

‘He went with Shuyue?’


‘It looks like there’s nothing you don’t know,’ I said, starting to climb the stairs. ‘You really love your job, and work hard.’

‘You’re too kind,’ Little Wei said, going upstairs with me. ‘Shuyue isn’t a good girl. You need to let Little Lu know. Before my older sister left, she told me not to upset Shuyue. She’s a little…you know. Once she had an affair with a section chief from a government office in Taizhou City. His wife found out about it, since she caught them in the middle of the act. I heard that when the door was kicked open, she was on top of the section chief going at it.

‘Really?’

‘I would never lie to a brother who went to the same school as me. Also, I’m on good terms with her. There’s nothing wrong with my head, either.’ Little Wei’s tone and facial expression were very sincere and honest. It was as if Shuyue and I were related. By the time he had finished speaking, we already had reached the third floor. He patted my shoulders, saying, ‘I won’t go up any further.’

I was sceptical of what Little Wei said. Logically speaking, a guesthouse owner shouldn’t be speaking irresponsibly with a guest. Also, Shuyue didn’t look at all like she was the type of crazy girl who gets herself carried away like he was describing. But there’s no way to know what’s in someone’s heart. Even prostitutes don’t leave any sort of indication of their jobs on their faces. I returned to my room, puzzled. Lu Xiaodong hadn’t come back yet. I never approved of Lu Xiaodong fooling around in Nanjing. We were only here temporarily, for a little over a month. If he made a mistake there wouldn’t be time to fix it. Fooling around and then just leaving didn’t seem right. At least, it’s not what a teacher should be doing. Lu Xiaodong, on the other hand, didn’t care at all. His attitude was, you don’t know what people are like. For all he knew, he could get hit by a car tomorrow as he went outside and die. Just live day by day. If you knew what the future was like, he was willing to bet, nobody would want to live to see tomorrow.

Perhaps that was the case.

I waited, but Lu Xiaodong still hadn’t come back by 11:30, so I went to the shower to take a cold shower by myself. After I got dressed and went out of the shower, I saw there were two water bottles by the door. Shuyue was standing in front of the mirror, waiting. I smiled at her and apologized, telling her it was free now. She asked me if there was any hot water, but I said that it got cut off a while ago, and that I showered with cold water. Just as I was saying this, Lu Xiaodong came from upstairs, a water bottle in his hand.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked. Just as I asked, I realized it was a stupid question. ‘Shuyue was afraid of the cold water, so I brought two bottles of boiling hot water for her,’ Lu Xiaodong said, still smelling of alcohol. ‘Look at you, you didn’t even wait for me to come back to shower. Wait, I’ll bring the water over and I’ll be back.’ Shuyue was a little shy. From the way she walked in carrying the washbasin over to the shower, you could see how she took each step very carefully, as if her body was somewhat stiff.

Going back to the dorm, I asked him how the meal was. He rubbed his mouth saying it wasn’t bad. I planned on telling him a bit about what Little Wei said, but I didn’t know how to express it in a less direct manner. I just jokingly asked, ‘How’s your romantic progress with her going?’

‘What? Are you feeling upset about it?’ Lu Xiaodong was using a floss pick as he lay on the bed. The air conditioner really was a great thing to have. It was like it was springtime. ‘Are you feeling the fires of passion within you? You should make Shen Yaoyao come over as quickly as possible to put the fires out. If she doesn’t come quickly enough, your eyebrows might burn off.’

I didn’t have anything else to say. I couldn’t get too involved in their relationship. If I wanted to tell him what Little Wei said, I would have to wait for the right moment, otherwise he’d just think I’m jealous of him. Lu Xiaodong went to the men’s bathroom and poured two basins of water, washing himself quickly. After he came back, he sprawled out on the bed, closing his eyes comfortably, speaking to the ceiling. ‘What a great life! So nice! Hey, tomorrow night I’m not going to Nanjing University to study. You go yourself. Taking a damn graduate school exam…!’

The next night he didn’t go with me to Nanjing University, and after that he stopped going entirely. I had no clue what he was doing on those nights, but what was clear was that the relationship between him and Shuyue was getting better. When I was in the room, Shuyue often came over to hang out. Sometimes when I came back to the room, I would see them chatting or watching TV together.

One night, I found that they had made substantive progress. After I finished class and ate dinner, I went to Nanjing University. Around 10:00, my brain was pounding and I couldn’t take any more studying, so I figured I might as well gather books and go back to the guesthouse. Lu Xiaodong wasn’t in our room. I figured he and Shuyue must have gone out together. They often went out together. At night when I went to take a walk, I didn’t walk with Lu Xiaodong anymore. I would have just been a drag on them.


I was too tired. I wanted to shower and then go to bed early, so I didn’t wait for Lu Xiaodong and took my washbasin to the shower. The shower door was shut and it was occupied. There were no washbasins outside as part of a queue, which meant I was next in line. I stood in front of the big mirror, waiting for the door to open. After about six or seven minutes, it opened. Shuyue came out, holding her washbasin, and the door closed behind her. She saw me and stopped for a moment, and then fixed her wet hair as she came towards me.

‘Is there someone in there?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ she said, her face a bright red, as if she had just come out of a sauna. She walked up a few steps before stopping again, telling me, ‘You should go back to your room and wait. I think it’ll be a while before they come out.’

‘It’s fine, I’ll just wait here. I have nothing to do if I go back,’ I said.

She didn’t say anything else, going up the stairs with her head lowered.

It didn’t take as long as Shuyue had thought. It opened in less than five minutes. What surprised me was that it was a man that came out, not a woman. It was Lu Xiaodong. He was stunned upon seeing me, asking, ‘You came back this early today?’

‘I had a headache. I couldn’t study anymore.’

He asked, ‘When did you get here?’

‘I just came down,’ I said. ‘I thought you had gone out.’

As we met, the sky suddenly got dark and the wind started blowing hard. It would start thundering and raining soon. It was always like this at this time, it had become a regular occurrence. In the morning it would be bright and sunny out and you would get roasted by the sun. In the afternoon it would start getting stormy, and it would pour with thundershowers. At around 7:00, the wind would settle down again. The entirety of Nanjing would start to enter a clean, clear summer night. When the wind started to pick up, I went to the fourth floor to gather my clothes. There were many colourful clothes on that top floor. I was the first one to come gather my clothes. The strong wind blew around the clothes that were drying, just like there was a person holding onto the rope, forcefully shaking it. The tops were being blown at an angle, and the bottoms were being blown straight.

I quickly gathered my and Lu Xiaodong’s clothes. Just as I was leaving, I saw a pink bra fly across the ground, being blown all over the place by the wind. I thought back to Shuyue’s light blue bra. Was this hers too? Maybe Lu Xiaodong would know. Regardless Regardless of whose bra it was, the problem now was that if I didn’t pick it up, it would be blown out of the building. But I never touched other women’s things like this, only Yaoyao’s. I only helped her gather this sort of clothing once. I hesitated for a moment and then picked it up by the strap, looking for a good place to hang it. Then I saw Old Feng’s daughter by the door. I got nervous and the bra fell down, but I instinctively went to quickly pick it up.’

‘It was blown off the string by the wind,’ I found my own defence to be funny. ‘I was just hanging it up again.’ ‘I saw.’ Her face was a slight red because she was shy. She came over and took the bra from my hand, quickly hiding it behind her. ‘Thank you.’ It was hers. I spoke haltingly, heading towards the door. I heard her ask, ‘You’re Mu Yu?’ I stood still, turning towards her as I asked without answering her question, ‘You’re Feng Xiaocai?’

We both smiled and nodded at each other. I went downstairs. I folded my clothes and heard Xiaocai passing by the door. She was humming a song, I think it was the ‘Purple Bamboo Melody.’ Her voice was pleasing to the ear. It was interesting. We’re neighbours but haven’t spoken to each other. Well, it’s not that we haven’t spoken at all, since Xiaoshan watches anime in our room. She would often stand by the door telling her little brother to come back. It’s just that we never had a direct conversation together. The most common conversation was her repeating herself. ‘Xiaoshan, I said hurry up and come back. It’s time to eat.’ She knew my name just like I knew her name. In the morning, before Old Feng left the guesthouse, he would always explain things: Xiaocai, you have to do this. Xiaocai, don’t forget this. Xiaocai, don’t let Xiaoshan just run around everywhere. Xiaocai, I’ll be coming home late tonight, so eat with Xiaoshan and don’t wait for me. I knew she was called Xiaocai, Feng Xiaocai. A nice-sounding name.

Lu Xiaodong wasn’t here, and Xiaoshan came over to watch anime right on time. Halfway through, Xiaocai came over to the door. She called Xiaoshan to come back to eat dinner. Xiaoshan held his chin up with his arm, watching the TV in a very serious manner, ignoring her. I told her to come in and sit down. Xiaoshan was addicted, and the show was going to be over soon. Xiaocai held onto the doorframe and hesitantly came in, shyly sitting down on the chair I brought over for her.

‘The picture on your TV is really clear,’ Xiaocai said, her hands nervously resting on her knees. ‘Xiaoshan comes here every day to watch anime, doesn’t it annoy you guys?’ ‘We watch it too,’ I said. ‘Xiaoshan is really interesting. He even goes on walks with us.’


‘He likes lively places. I wanted to take him outside to play, but if it’s too late out, I don’t feel like dealing with it.’ Xiaocai’s expression was a bit gloomy, as if she had experienced some troubles in her life. Old Feng was running around every day, without a doubt looking for jobs to help support them.

‘Don’t think too much. You should relax.’ I used my skills as a teacher to help her clear her mind. ‘In a bit how about we go for a walk? Maybe it’ll help you clear your head.’

‘Together? I think…’ Xiaocai only said half of the sentence, as if she didn’t believe me and as if she was embarrassed.

‘No problem. We can bring Xiaoshan to walk with us.’

After they ate, we went to Gulou Square together. This was the first of eight walks I took with Xiaocai. Going for a walk makes you happy, and Xiaoshan’s happiness was a matter of course. I had been studying the whole day, so relaxing my mind was a necessity, since after walking I would have to keep studying. Xiaocai got progressively happier, little by little, until she blossomed fully. The first time we went for a walk she was also happy, but also still distressed. I could see it. After we left the guesthouse, we stood on the road for a bit and then took our walk. She said that she hadn’t gone out in many days. Her voice was low, much as if she were an elderly person recalling the sorrows of the past. She spoke little in the square. She was a bit happy, but also her heart was heavy. After we walked for around 20 minutes, Xiaocai said she wanted to go back to the guesthouse. He had probably come back, she said. She was talking about her father, Old Feng.

During our other walks, Xiaocai’s mood slowly improved, and the time we walked together gradually increased. She started to talk more. She was actually a very cute girl, clever and quiet, but not very knowledgeable about the ways of the world. Each time it was her who would bring up going back to the guesthouse. She worried Old Feng had come back. She would always say that he probably had come back. I thought that Xiaocai was a very filial daughter. I knew that she cared deeply about her father. He ran around everywhere for the sake of his family’s livelihood, and Xiaocai said that he was always looking for work. Trying this, trying that. He hoped he could find a job that both suited him and provided enough of a salary. Once, Xiaocai asked if I had any connections who could help her find a job. I was familiar with Nanjing, and she didn’t want to stay at home all day, eating food that she hadn’t earned through hard work. I told her to not bring my familiarity with Nanjing up, as Lu Xiaodong still made fun of me because of it. I thought that I was familiar with Nanjing after having spent several years here, but in reality I knew nothing. I even messed up in finding a big place like Gulou Hospital. Also, these days, the city is changing faster than the weather. Whenever I went out, I brought a map so that I wouldn’t get lost. Xiaocai only brought it up this one time, and she never asked again. Old Feng probably didn’t allow her to go out and look for work, otherwise he would have told her about jobs when he came back. Xiaoshan was also an idiot, so he couldn’t be left home alone.

If you were to say that Xiaocai didn’t attract me, that would be a lie. She was a young woman around 20 years old with beautiful, delicate facial features, a graceful figure, and a light, warm fragrance. But I will not talk about these features for now, as what was important was her hesitant, slightly sombre expression, and her considerate spirit. These things all accorded with my standard of beauty. I wasn’t blind, so I couldn’t ignore these things. In other words, I wasn’t going on walks with Xiaocai and Xiaoshan out of the goodness of my heart, or only because I wanted to find someone to walk and chat with. Most importantly, when I was with Xiaocai my mind was at ease, and in my mind, heart-stirring fantasies would flash by from time to time. These gentle, breathtaking days were something that couldn’t be given up. I wouldn’t act irresponsibly, but taking a walk together was always fine, I reassured myself. Besides, everyone was full of happiness. Even Xiaoshan was happy.

We went to the movie theatre. This was Xiaoshan’s request. We walked along the square, heading a bit to the west, and arrived at Heping Movie Theatre, a theatre I had gone to with my classmates a few years back. Xiaoshan looked at the large, colourful posters in front of the theatre and the big crowd of people, crying out excitedly and pointing towards the entrance, crying out to beg to us. He wanted to go inside. Xiaocai stopped her little brother and said no. She didn’t say why. Maybe she worried that if she got home late it wouldn’t be easy to explain why. But Xiaoshan’s excitement didn’t fade. If she didn’t let him go inside, he would sit on the street and cry loudly. I said to let him go just once, and when we got back to the guesthouse I would explain to her dad that I had taken the two of them with me.

‘No,’ Xiaocai shook her head in a panic. ‘Whatever you do, don’t say anything.’

What’s wrong? Occasionally watching a movie isn’t some bad thing. We’d just be coming back a bit late. I’ll pay.

‘Don’t,’ Xiaocai said. I went to the box office.

‘Enemy at the Gates’ was a major movie, popular all over the world. It was 25 yuan for a ticket. I bought the tickets and went back, and Xiaocai was silent. She said nothing at all and in fact wasn’t nervous. How much of a big deal could it have been? After all, it was just a movie, right?

The movie was pretty good. I liked it. It was the same as all big-budget movies. It also had a complex love story in it. When the male and female main characters, who were lovers, finally met, Xiaocai suddenly grasped my arm. I was surprised and didn’t move at all. Under my t-shirt I felt her hot face, and then liquid that was spreading. She was crying. I thought that she had just been so moved by the movie that she couldn’t help it, and I calmly accepted her reliance on me. The movie ended and the lights in the theatre came on. Everybody started to exit the theatre, but she still didn’t let go. She couldn’t see the other people. Her eyes were closed and she rested on my arm, tears flowing.

‘Don’t cry, it’s just a movie. It’s not real,’ I said in a soft voice. ‘We should go back.’

She shook her head, saying, ‘I’m not going back.’

I felt her lips strenuously sliding on my arm as I sat, not moving. I didn’t dare to move and I didn’t want to either. It felt wonderful. I used my other hand to brush her hair, her neck, the part of her back that her dress didn’t cover. She was the only girl who was this intimate with me besides Yaoyao. Thinking of Yaoyao, I quickly said, ‘We should go, Xiaocai. It’s only the three of us left.’ I used my strength to get her off my arm. Xiaoshan used his eyes, which he could never straighten, to look at us. He couldn’t understand anything. His mouth was open, smiling, drool dripping down.

We didn’t speak on the way back. Xiaocai walked ahead of me, keeping a distance of half a meter between us, no longer so warm. The quartz clock in the guesthouse showed that the time was 10:35. Going up to the third floor, she suddenly stopped, looking directly at me, saying, ‘I’m not Feng Xiaocai. I’m Shi Xiaocai.’

‘What?’ I was confused. ‘Shi Xiaocai?’ ‘Shi Xiaocai. He’s my step-father,’ she coldly said, taking Xiaoshan’s hand and going, leaving me behind in a stupor on the last step. Step-father. She cried. She said it coldly. I was a little confused. I couldn’t let my mind wander. I couldn’t let it wander, I warned myself, dragging my two legs to my room. I heard Old Feng yelling twice in their room, followed by Xiaoshan crying. I stopped in front of the door. Besides Xiaoshan’s crying, which was getting less intense, their room was silent.

At 2 pm, Lu Yi knocked on the door. We were sleeping and were awakened by his knocking. I went to open the door, and was surprised to see him standing outside. I asked him why he came. Lu Yi asked why shouldn’t he have come. ‘Lu Xiaodong, wake up, quickly.’ He pulled the blanket off Lu Xiaodong. Lu Xiaodong was equally surprised by his arrival. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be teaching classes? Why did you come back?’

‘Two computers broke, so I came back to buy some parts. I’ll be heading back tomorrow,’ Lu Yi said. ‘Are you guys doing well here? Sleeping in an air-conditioned room. You guys changed rooms and didn’t let me know. I knocked on the wrong door. I heard a woman’s voice telling me to wait a moment. My mind started running off, thinking you two guys invited a shady woman over. When the door opened I saw that it didn’t look like your room. That girl said that you guys were staying next door. Hey, that girl isn’t bad. Lu Xiaodong, you didn’t fool around with her?’

‘I’m not interested in her,’ Lu Xiaodong said, sneezing.

‘He’s been so busy,’ I said. ‘He complains about his back pain all day now.’


‘Quit it. I’m not like you, being greedy and not happy with what you already have, looking suggestively at Xiaocai.’

‘Who’s Xiaocai?’ asked Lu Yi.

‘She’s that girl you saw next door.’

‘Mu Yu, don’t do anything foolish. If Shen Yaoyao finds out, she’d kill you,’ Lu Yi said. ‘The day before yesterday, I saw her on the street. She said no problem, she could handle her mother. The rest is all up to you.’ ‘Don’t believe what Lu Xiaodong is saying. I’m not infatuated with Xiaocai at all. I just go on walks with her is all. Don’t talk nonsense when you go back.’ Lu Yi said, ‘You think I would do that? You don’t have class this afternoon? All right, I’ll take you guys out for dinner tonight.’

Lu Yi’s mindset was good. He didn’t seem sad at all that he would have to go back. Had he gotten over it? At any rate, he seemed different, a little prepossessed, and calm.

‘You haven’t changed your mind after coming back to Nanjing?’ Lu Xiaodong asked. ‘Changed my mind about what? As soon as I exited the station I called a taxi, taking the chilly journey over here.’ ‘Did someone else pay for you? The two of us still have to squeeze onto a bus. If we can’t get onto a bus, we’ll have to walk,’ I said. ‘How come the wealth gap has widened over these past few days?’ ‘It was paid for with public funds. I’ll be applying for reimbursement. If I didn’t take it, I would have been wasting this chance.’ I don’t know what Lu Yi was specifically applying to be reimbursed for. At any rate, that night we, with a clear conscience, went to eat meat. During this time, we were only having soy milk, deep-fried dough sticks, jianbing, ramen, and bento boxes. It all tasted so dull, and eating those things made me so sad I wanted to die. My appetite had been reduced and my weight sharply dropped. I was so thin I was about to just become skin and bones. He took us to the Tumenwang Barbeque Restaurant on Hunan Road to eat Mongolian-style hot pot. Eating hot pot in the air-conditioned restaurant, underneath electric fans, was extremely pleasant. And Nanjingers can eat. During the hottest days of summer, tons of people will gather around a hot pot, stirring it, wearing big shorts and long-sleeve shirts worn by older men, dripping in sweat as they boil their meat. Some would even carry out the revolution to the end, tossing their shirts aside, eating and drinking great quantities, shirtless.

‘Is this also covered by public funds?’ Lu Xiaodong asked him.

‘I’d say so. The principal hoped that by coming I could offer amnesty to you rebels.’

‘Amnesty for what?’ I was swallowing a big piece of lamb. ‘He knows we’re taking the graduate school exam?’

‘Who is our principal, Mr. Han? He’s honed his eyes into X-rays. If you get cocky, he knows what you’re up to. He’s known for a while.’

‘He’s going to fire us?’ Lu Xiaodong asked.

‘No. Mr. Han only said that he hopes you guys can focus on teaching. You’re teachers. You need to at least have professionalism. Before I came, he said that he figured you guys weren’t having a very good time here. He wanted me to give you guys something to help you out. The things sitting in front of you.’

I said, ‘So based on what you’re saying, you’ve completely defected? You don’t plan on taking the exam?’

‘I won’t take the exam in the next two or three years,’ Lu Yi said, moving around his beer glass. ‘Mr. Han said that next semester will be an important time for major development of the school. There will be a lot of work-related tasks. I hope I can serve as deputy secretary of the Youth League. I should concentrate on doing my work well.’

‘Such a well-behaved teacher. You want a promotion to bring the government and people together,’ I raised my glass and made a proposal: ‘To brother Lu Yi, I raise my glass in hopes that he becomes Secretary Lu.’

Lu Xiaodong also said, ‘Not bad. Taking the graduate school exam isn’t what people should be doing. I worry that my head will explode for the whole day, even though I barely earn enough to survive.’

What Lu Xiaodong said was true. Because of his dating and his damn mental health issues, he had basically stopped studying. Every day before he went to sleep, he would clench his teeth in anger, telling me, ‘Today was another day when I didn’t look at a single word. Damn graduate school exam!’

We ate so much our stomachs were bulging. The three of us slowly drank 20 bottles of beer, leaving Tumenwang at midnight, our heads swimming, our legs feeling like they were floating. In the taxi, Lu Xiaodong kept saying that his head hurt. He kept knocking on his head like a drum, scaring the driver so much he kept looking back at him. Upon returning to the hotel, Lu Yi went over to Little Wei and got a standard room. Room 406 on the fourth floor. He said he wanted us to take a hot shower and enjoy the standards of a three-star hotel. The fourth-floor room wasn’t what we expected, as it was like a steamer basket in there. We set the air conditioning to 15 degrees, and before long the air was cool like spring. It was so much better than our room. The centre of the room had a large double spring mattress. You could even dance on top of it without an issue. Lu Yi started to get tongue-tied, saying, ‘We’re all brothers. Tonight w-we’ll lay across the bed and ch-chat.’ He hoped that we would persevere to the end, study well and take the exam if we could. He didn’t want us to be like him and give up early. He had stopped trying. He turned on the 29-inch flatscreen TV. I couldn’t see what was on TV very clearly. I was sluggish, and wanted to sleep. I had drunk too much. I became a simpleton after I had alcohol, and my IQ dropped precipitously. We turned on the heater and took turns showering. We shouted and chatted for a bit in the room. I don’t know what we chatted about, and I also don’t know what time I fell asleep.

At 8:30 am, we woke up in a disorderly manner. Lu Yi asked us if we were still going to class, since they already started a while ago. I said forget it, even if I go I wouldn’t be able to find a seat. I’ll think about going in the afternoon. Lu Xiaodong stretched himself out, yelling out loudly, ‘So damn comfy! If I had money I’d come here to enjoy the comfort too. 406, I’ve memorized it. Class? What damn class?’

Hourly Rooms

In this world, there are always more ways to earn money than to spend it. There’s a very simple reason for this: If there aren’t people who earn money, where can your money be spent? Little Wei’s fourth-floor standard rooms weren’t bringing in as much business as he had hoped. There were surely many people who yearned to become part of the middle class, but those who made a great effort to pose as members of the middle class weren’t very numerous. For those facing tough economic circumstances, who would put in the effort to act like they had money? We all learned the life-lesson long ago that someone’s behaviour could be fake, but how they live their lives must be real. The empty standard rooms on the fourth floor gave Little Wei a great deal of anxiety. He had originally hoped the rooms would become his gold mine. Since he had thought like that, if those rooms were empty all day long, how could he not be worried? When you hit rock bottom, you have to think of a new approach. This is what our ancestors taught us. Little Wei one day thought up an unconventional, but effective solution to his problem. He used a large font to make an ad outside of the guesthouse: This guesthouse provides hourly rooms.

Hourly rooms weren’t Little Wei’s invention. Many guesthouses and inns were already doing this. During the university entrance exam period, many places would offer this service to give test-taking students who were far from home a comfortable and convenient room to stay in to help them sleep well and conserve their strength for the test. I hadn’t given ‘hourly rooms’ a thought before. I had always figured they were of course just for workers who wanted to take an afternoon nap. Summer afternoons were long, and taking an afternoon nap was more important than eating lunch. So I never paid much attention to the people coming and going from Shicheng Guesthouse, at least until the day I brought a female classmate to ask about their rooms. Then I found out how crazy hourly rooms were.

That female classmate and I went to university together. We encountered each other at one of our graduate school exam prep classes. She said that she never thought she would come across me in this class, and I said the same thing. I invited her out to eat with me. While we were eating we engaged in small talk, and she told me she was currently staying in Hehai University’s hostel. The regular rooms were all occupied. She had no choice but to stay in a top-quality, 100 yuan-per-night room, to her great consternation, upsetting her so much it was hard for her to sleep. Even though she was joking, but her being able to even say this let me know how much of a down-to-earth person she was. Too bad she was already married. As soon as I saw her, I knew she was the same as me. She wasn’t having a good time. Since she was poor, it was much easier to talk with her. I said that the guesthouse I was staying in was pretty reasonably priced. I didn’t know if there were any more free rooms, but I could ask for her. She said that was great, a six-person room, an eight-person room, anything would be fine. The cheaper the better so, as she always had to save money to buy milk powder for her child. I was shocked. I hadn’t even gotten my life in order yet, and she already had a child. When we were about to part, she was the one who said that we could go together to Gulou and take a look. After graduating, she rarely went to Nanjing. I knew what she meant. She was hoping, if possible, to check into the guesthouse tonight and save enough money for several bags of milk powder.

I brought my female classmate to Shicheng Guesthouse. She exaggeratedly said that it wasn’t bad. I smiled, saying it was liveable. Little Wei was flirting with a worker at the front desk. He had been doing the same thing for how many days now? I asked him if he still had any cheap rooms. Triple or quadruple rooms were fine. This classmate of mine wants to stay here.

Little Wei propped up his glasses to have a look at my classmate. He said that there hadn’t been any unoccupied cheap rooms for a while, and that there were only the standard rooms on the fourth floor left. Suddenly he smiled, as if he had a major realization. He suggestively said, ‘Brother, what does she need to stay here for? I’ll give you an hourly room for half price, for two hours. How does that sound?’

I didn’t know what he was suggesting at that time. I thought that he had something wrong with him in the head. My clever female classmate didn’t want anything to do with this. She stormed over to him and called him a scoundrel, turning away and leaving the guesthouse, making an embarrassment of me and Little Wei. After that, I understood. It was that kind of hourly room here. I went after her to calm her down. She angrily said, ‘I don’t want to give this sort of filthy place my money, and I don’t want to stay here. What kind of person did you take me for?!’

‘Sorry, Sorry,’ I kept apologizing to her. ‘He and I were joking. We joke around a lot.’ This made her even angrier. ‘Don’t bring me into your jokes!’ After she said this, she went off without so much as glancing back. She didn’t go to Gulou, and instead went back the way she came to Hehai University.

‘Little Wei, that was too much. She’s the last person you should be making a joke like that with. She’s so young and had a child who drinks powdered milk. That was too much. She went to university with me at the same time. She’s from the same university as you.’

‘I’m really sorry. I thought you two wanted to do it,’ Little Wei said with a grin. ‘Don’t be mad, brother. You don’t need this kind of girl. She’s already married and even has a kid. What is there not to understand? And she was acting like she was a virgin.’ I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry because of what he said. At this time, a balding man came in. He looked to be around 30 years old, and his right cheek had a mole. A bunch of lush black hairs were growing out of it. I thought this guy was really interesting. His hair was covering his face. He called out loudly to Little Wei, his body reeking of alcohol. I was just worrying about how I was running out of things to talk about with Little Wei, and took advantage of this opportunity to go upstairs.

That night I told Lu Xiaodong about the incident with my female classmate at the guesthouse. He listened and gave a big smile, saying, ‘That damn Little Wei, he really is a damn scoundrel, thinking that everyone else is the same as him. He can’t even manage his own waistband.’ After saying this, he suddenly asked, ‘So hourly rooms really have that much of a discount? Half off? And for two hours?’ ‘That’s what Little Wei said. You’re interested?’ ‘You’re my brother so I’m not going to hide things from you. Shuyue doesn’t want to do it in her and her roommates’ room, and really doesn’t want to do it in our room. She’s afraid of getting found out.’ ‘That’s easy to take care of. Just say what time you two will be here and I won’t come back during that time. If you’re still anxious even then, just lock the door from the inside. Even if I wanted to take a look, I wouldn’t be able to come in.’ ‘She still wouldn’t agree,’ Lu Xiaodong said. ‘She always feels like your bed has a pair of eyes looking at us.’ ‘Well, that’s out of the question then. Just get an hourly room then. It’s not that bad. 20 yuan. It’s great. The price is cheap, it’s big enough, you can do her all day.’ ‘You talk about it like I’m buying a throne,’ Lu Xiaodong said. As expected, he got an hourly room. 20 yuan for two hours. A great deal. He wanted room 406, the room that Lu Yi stayed in when he was here. He said he wanted to have some fun. Now an opportunity had come and he could kill two birds with one stone. I don’t know how many times in total he went with Shuyue, but I know when their last time was. They were unfortunately caught in the act.

They were caught at 1 pm. It was strange saying that. I’ve rarely ever heard of anti-prostitution teams charging into some hotel in the afternoon. While Shicheng Guesthouse wasn’t a high-class hotel, fortunately it wasn’t an illegally operated hotel or a highway motel. But they came and directly headed up to the fourth floor, knocking on the door to room 406.

‘Open the door! Open the door! Inspection! Inspection!’

They heard the gruff voice of a man outside. Unfortunately for them they were as busy as they could be. The sudden panic put them at a loss as to what they should do. The knocking and the yelling persisted, and they finally reacted to it. They searched for their clothes, their bodies dripping with sweat. They had just put on their underwear when the door opened. Evidently, they had used a key to open the door. They hadn’t bolted the door shut. A group of people stormed in. Lu Xiaodong, wearing just his underwear, jumped off the bed in fright. His bare feet stepped on the carpet. Shuyue was hurriedly wrapping the blanket around herself, shyly hiding behind Lu Xiaodong. They saw three plainclothes officers carrying nightsticks. One of them used his nightstick and pointed at Lu Xiaodong and Shuyue, saying, ‘We’re police officers from the anti-prostitution office. Do you have a marriage license?’ Lu Xiaodong didn’t say anything. He had never encountered anything like this and never could have imagined something like this. ‘Do you have one? Take it out!’ ‘W-we don’t have one,’ Lu Xiaodong said, grasping his pants to cover himself. ‘This is my girlfriend.’ ‘What are you putting your pants on for?! You had enough guts to take them off, so don’t be so anxious to put them back on. Can you prove that she’s your girlfriend?’ ‘Little Wei,’ Lu Xiaodong said, as if he had found his saviour. ‘The owner, Mr. Wei can prove it.’ ‘Are they dating?’ That man asked Little Wei. ‘I don’t know,’ said Little Wei. ‘I just know that they got a room together.’ ‘Illegal cohabitation. Who knows whether or not you two were engaging in prostitution. At any rate, what you’re doing is illegal. Come with us to the police station.’

Lu Xiaodong panicked. His legs started to wobble, and there was no part of his body that was steady. Of course he didn’t want to go. ‘Comrade, officer comrade,’ he said. ‘We’re deeply in love with each other. Our relationship with each other really is a normal one. Can’t you treat us with leniency?’ The man hesitated and whispered to the other two men by him, then said, ‘Seeing as you both look young, it does seem unlikely to be an instance of prostitution. How about this? Out of consideration for your reputation, just this one time, each of you will only be fined 1,000 yuan as a warning and punishment. Got it?’

‘Comrade, 1,000 is too much. We don’t have that much money.’ ‘That’s right, comrade,’ Little Wei said, seeking leniency for them. ‘1,000 per person is a bit too much.’ ‘Too much? Going to the police station would be worse than getting fined 1,000. And you, Mr. Wei. Serving as a pimp! You’re getting fined 2,000, no less. Don’t say anything, or else it’ll be 4,000.’

Nobody said anything. Where would Lu Xiaodong get that money from? He had almost spent all of the money he had brought with him. The day before yesterday he said he wanted to borrow 500 yuan from me. He was so nervous he was rubbing his hands together, saying, ‘What should I do? What should I do?’ Shuyue had calmed down, and told Lu Xiaodong not to worry. She would think of a solution. Lu Xiaodong felt very grateful to her and said she could pay for them, and when he had the money he would pay her back. Shuyue said, ‘That’s nonsense. Return it for what reason? Isn’t my money your money?’ She got off the bed, wrapped in the blanket and grabbed her pile of clothes, heading to the bathroom.

‘Where are you going? We’re not done here and you want to go?’ He used his nightstick to stop her.

Shuyue pushed the nightstick aside, calmly saying, ‘If I don’t put on my clothes, how can I give you the money?’

Shuyue gathered up 2,000 yuan and gave it to the three plainclothes officers. I had eaten dinner and was coming back from Nanjing University. I choked on a strong cigarette smoke smell and coughed. Lu Xiaodong was lying on his bed, smoking. He had a tired expression on his face, and his parted hair, which he always kept meticulously groomed, drooping down in an indistinct mess. He would rarely be dejected like this.

‘This is awful, I got caught,’ he blankly stared at the rising and dissipating cigarette smoke. ‘We got stopped by the police in our room. He intermittently described what happened. After he finished describing it, he cursed at Little Wei, saying that son of a bitch Little Wei wasn’t loyal and sold them out. ‘He went after Shuyue, but Shuyue didn’t give him the time of day, so he went into a frenzy. He was willing to give up 2,000 yuan just to embarrass me and Shuyue. That son of a bitch Little Wei.’ He sat up, clenching his teeth in anger, saying, ‘Sooner or later I’ll kill that son of a bitch.’

‘And that damn plainclothes officer, the damn ways of the world have changed. Any damn person can become a police officer. He had more moles than hair on his head, and his mouth reeked of alcohol. Someday I’ll stab him to death!’

Lu Xiaodong said that that damn plainclothes officer reminded me of the person I saw on that day. He and Little Wei were on a first-name basis and as close to each other as twins. I didn’t dare tell Little Wei about this. He was too agitated. If he was pushed any further, he might get himself into trouble. There was nothing that could be done. There were always people who ended up encountering misfortune.

Traffic Accident

Xiaoshan left Gulou Square. He climbed over the short guardrail to take a shortcut, crossing the road and running back to the guesthouse. Faster than Xiaoshan, however, was a black sedan, which, like a rolling pin, rolled along at high speed. The people in the square cooling off heard the sound of a car braking, a sound which burrowed itself into their bones. By the time they realized the sound had come from a black sedan, the sedan had sped off at an even faster speed. The sedan had driven away, but Xiaoshan was left behind. Nobody even heard him cry out. At that moment he was like a squished dumpling, lying on the street, dead. It was that simple. Poor Xiaoshan shouldn’t have been in that sort of place. Cars were coming and going. Plenty of people who even had good heads on their shoulders were hit and killed by cars every day in big cities, to say nothing of him, an idiot. His eyes, which had minds of their own, couldn’t have possibly helped him to concentrate on living in this world.

Nothing was said about the person who died. Xiaoshan, who called people he met ‘dad’ and ‘older sister,’ who went with me to take walks in Gulou Square, who squatted in our room, holding up his chin with his arm while watching anime, died without a word. I found out about this news the day after it happened, because nobody was talking about it. What was so rare about someone dying? In a city as big as Nanjing, every day people die, whether of sickness, or because they were stabbed, because they hanged themselves, because they threw themselves into a river, or because they were run over. Who has the energy to pay attention to these things? I returned from Nanjing University fairly late, after 11:00, took a shower, and went to sleep. The next morning, I got up early because I had class. When I went to the bathroom, I passed by Old Feng’s room, and heard him scolding Xiaocai loudly, ‘What are you crying for? Can crying bring him back from the dead?!’ Then I heard Xiaocai sobbing out of extreme grief.

I thought it was strange, but I just continued carrying my washbasin to the bathroom. After washing my face, I returned from the bathroom and saw Old Feng coming out of his room, facing inside, saying, ‘Don’t go. It’s good enough for just me to go. There’s also the police. I’ll definitely ask for a big amount of money. No, you can’t go anywhere, just stay at home!’ After saying this he slammed the door shut, tucking in his white shirt and walking away. Xiaocai was still crying. When Old Feng had gone downstairs and was out of sight, I knocked on Xiaocai’s door.

‘What happened? I asked Xiaocai.

‘Xiaoshan died,’ she said, her eyes puffy and her messy hair tied with a black piece of cloth. It looked like she hadn’t washed her face, and she looked like she did the day before. ‘Xiaoshan was hit by a car and died.’ She started crying again, holding onto the table as her whole body shook. It was as if her legs couldn’t support her body weight. I put the washbasin down to hold her up, and she collapsed onto my shoulder. ‘Xiaoshan died,’ she said again.

I was never good at comforting people. I could only robotically tell her I was sorry for her loss. But I was sincere in comforting her. Xiaoshan was actually very cute. A cute life, just as it was awakening, no longer there. But Xiaocai needed to move past her loss, since while she never was very healthy or full of energy, but she absolutely couldn’t be as feeble as she was now. It was like a sudden strong wind in late autumn. The splendid ginkgo tree leaves would all fall down. She was completely worn out. I asked some questions about the accident. She said she didn’t know much, since everything was being dealt with by her father. She only saw Xiaoshan’s body, which was beyond recognition. That rattle-drum was still there, though it had also been crushed by the car. It was given to Xiaoshan by their mother when she was still alive. After so many years, Xiaoshan didn’t want to get rid of it. He also didn’t want to exchange it for something more fun to play with. She wasn’t sure how Xiaoshan’s body would be dealt with yet. Her father said the police would figure it out. The driver of the car had been caught and detained. Her father said that he, once he beat him to a pulp, would be able to move on.

‘Xiaoshan was my brother by blood,’ Xiaocai said, her crying intensifying again. ‘I don’t have any close relatives anymore.’ I brought her to the bed and told her to lie down. One’s body is the foundation of life. She needed to sleep.

‘I can’t sleep,’ she said, sorrowfully grasping my hand. ‘Can you sit here for a while? I feel like there’s nothing around me. There’s nothing I can even lean on.’

I nodded my head. According to the clock on the table, it was almost 7:30. I figured I wouldn’t be able to attend class today, Xiaocai needed somebody by her side. After we saw the movie, for some reason we grew apart from one another. Was it because she held my arm at the movie theatre, crying? Or was it because of Old Feng’s fury? I wasn’t sure. It was like when two people gradually familiarized themselves with each other, they felt the same; when they grew apart from each other, there was also a feeling around it. The caution and unnaturalness of painstakingly keeping a distance, the two of them being pulled apart slowly by an incomprehensible force, until one day one of them pretended to not know the other, and from that moment the two of them becoming strangers, and then an unfamiliarity between them, marked by both having no qualms about anything. Xiaocai and I were growing apart from each other. Xiaoshan would regularly come over to watch anime, and Xiaocai would come over to our room, calling him over to eat, but she would no longer calmly walk in. She would nervously stand there, making me not want to invite her in. So I didn’t invite her, and she didn’t even come to the door anymore. She just would call Xiaoshan’s name from her room. In the hallway, or by the water cooler, we would see each other and smile. It was awkward and we would escape as quickly as possible. And now there was nothing. Xiaoshan’s death smashed our petty, funny apprehensions and misgivings to pieces. Xiaocai continued to cry without making a sound. Suddenly, she turned over and put my hand under her face. I felt the pull of her fingers and the power of her teeth. I was nervous, but I didn’t take my hand away. I endured it, since she needed my hand more than me.

Lu Xiaodong didn’t know anything. He called for me to come back to the room. There definitely was a phone call for me. I heard the phone ringing. I told Xiaocai I would be right back, I would answer the phone and then come back for her. I took my hand away, and she used a tissue to wipe away her tears from my hand. She didn’t apologize. I carried my washbasin back to my room. Lu Xiaodong had already gotten up and his clothes were in neat order.

‘A phone call for me? Didn’t you head out?’

‘I couldn’t stay any longer. I had to get out of there. Answer the phone first. It’s a long-distance call from Yaoyao.’

I picked up the phone.

‘How many days of class do you still have left?’ asked Yaoyao.

‘Including today, there are still three days left. Didn’t I tell you?’

‘I didn’t hear. Come back as soon as possible. The quicker the better.’

‘What happened?’ I immediately became alert.

‘My mom wants to talk with you. Her mood has been good these past couple of days. I’m worried that if we wait too long, we’ll miss out on a good opportunity.’ ‘I can’t. The teacher is discussing short essays now. You know how bad my English writing is.’

‘I don’t care about that. Anyway, I’ve told you. If you miss this opportunity, don’t blame me for not trying hard.’

‘Can you be flexible with me? I need to think it over. Maybe if I go to this class, I’ll be able to get into Peking University. Bribe your mother. When I get back I’ll reimburse you.’

‘All right. I’ll try and keep her happy for two more days. That’s it, I have to go to work now. Bye.’

Yaoyao kissed me over the phone and hung up. I hung up the phone and looked at Lu Xiaodong, who was looking for a book. ‘You’re studying?’ I asked him. ‘Yeah,’ he replied. These past couple of days he spent very little time with Shuyue. He mainly just lay alone on his bed watching TV and smoking. When he went for a walk, he would take me with him. It was as if he had grown apart from Shuyue. He knew I would ask about Shuyue, so he said, frankly, ‘I’m avoiding her. Don’t get mad at me. I don’t want to get caught. Who damn well knew that we would have encountered this damn sort of thing. I told her I would return the 2,000 yuan to her, but now what the hell will I do? Women… don’t get them angry. They’ll stick to your body like malaria and you can’t shake them off. Honestly, I want to go back. I can’t stand living my damn life like this. Taking the graduate school exam, taking the exam.’ He loudly slammed his books onto the desk. ‘The damn graduate school exam!’

‘Xiaoshan died,’ I said. ‘In a car accident.’

Lu Xiaodong plopped down onto the bed, only snapping back to sense after a while. ‘Really? How can that be? Yesterday, wasn’t he fine? He was squatting here, watching TV.’ He stared at the spot where Xiaoshan squatted, lost in thought, stupefied. He suddenly threw his backpack, full of books, onto my bed. ‘The graduate school exam, the damn graduate school exam!’ He fell down onto the bed, searching for his cigarette carton, wanting to smoke again.

‘Let’s go.’

I went back to room 314. Xiaocai had brushed her hair and washed her face. She was sitting on the front of her bed, waiting for me. She asked if I had any problems. I said that the problem wasn’t big. Something at home happened and they want me to head back as soon as possible. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t say that my girlfriend Yaoyao wanted me to head back. I never mentioned Yaoyao in front of Xiaocai, let alone the fact that I had a girlfriend.

‘You want to go?’ She stood up and asked me. ‘When?’

‘I’m not sure yet. I don’t have much time left, just three days of classes.’

She stared directly at me. Her hands were shaking by her side hard. Her face gradually reddened. After 30 seconds, she suddenly charged forward. Just when she was about to hit me, she stopped. ‘Take me with you,’ her voice was emotional, and she stammered. ‘I’ll go with you. Anywhere is fine.’

Women aren’t like men, who go in circles like a mule turning a millstone when when they have to make a decision. Her decision shocked me. Now, I was the one staring straight at her.

‘I’m serious. I’ve made my decision.’ She became excited when speaking, saying, ‘Take me with you. I’ll go with you anywhere.’ She didn’t say she liked me, let alone loved me. She was still young, 20 at most. She was still too shy to tell a man that she would go with him because she loved him or liked him. I realized that when she was making her decision, she actually was still a child. Her face was full of naïve courage and persistence. I knew this was a problem. I, like an elder brother, smiled at her only with effort.

‘Nonsense, do you know what the outside world’s like? How do you know whether I’m a good or bad person?’

‘I don’t care. I know you’re a good person!’ She finally hugged me, ‘As long as you want me, I’ll go with you.’

We couldn’t keep this up. I pushed her off me, sternly saying, ‘You can’t make a hot-headed decision like this now. And not later either.’ I tried to get her to sit down, but she didn’t want to. She hugged me even more determinedly. This time, she cried, a cry of extreme sadness again. I think my sternness was clearly exaggerated. I knew that there was something a little rude in my heart these days, something that would hurt this pure girl.

‘I know you look down upon me. I know you do. I live with him, so you look down upon me. But there’s nothing I can do. I don’t understand anything. I don’t want to go anywhere. If I leave him, I don’t know how I’ll keep living. I know you look down upon me. There’s nothing I can do. I still have a little brother. Xiaoshan is my little brother, related by blood to me. I can’t ignore my father. He controls me. He made my mom so angry. To always have control over me, he took me and Xiaoshan with him and left home. He took me everywhere. Wherever he went, I went. I needed to raise Xiaoshan. I know he was an idiot, but he was my little brother by blood, my only close relative. What was I supposed to do? Xiaoshan died. I don’t have any close relatives anymore. My father said that since Xiaoshan died, we’ll be able to get a lot of money, and we’ll be set for the future. I don’t want to exchange Xiaoshan for money. Without Xiaoshan, what would I want money for? I don’t want to have a good future with my father. I don’t want to be with him. He started controlling me from the time I was 17. From the time I was 17, I’ve wanted to go, but where could I go? What about Xiaoshan? I couldn’t leave Xiaoshan starving to death on the road. I’ll do whatever you want. I can cook, I can do the laundry, I can also work. Also, we can have children. I want to have my own home that I like. Please, take me with you.

I hated my cruel and calm hands. They pushed Xiaocai away, they made her sit down. She was Shi Xiaocai. Just like she insisted, I wouldn’t call her Feng Xiaocai. She didn’t want to have any relationship with her step-father.

‘Xiaocai, calm down,’ this extraordinary calmness also made me stammer. ‘We can’t oversimplify the problem. You need to calm down. Where can I take you?’

She lay on her side on the bed, her face on her pillow, crying while saying, ‘Just as long as you’re willing to take me, wherever you go, I’ll go. Even if it’s hard, I’ll bear it. I know you look down upon me. I know everyone looks down upon me. They don’t like how I’m not clean. Not even Xiaoshan paid attention to me. He died looking down upon me.

Her crying made me anxious. Her Xiaoshan also made me anxious. I let some tears fall. I shouldn’t hurt her anymore. She was already unfortunate enough. But what could I do? I said, ‘Xiaocai, don’t cry. Nobody looks down upon you. In my eyes you’re a good, pure, and clean girl. Really. You’re cute, you look good. You can’t think those crazy things.

Xiaocai stopped crying, ‘You promise to take me with you?’

I said, ‘Let me think a bit more.’

She immediately became happy. Underneath her tears she gave a smile which broke my heart. ‘I know you’ll take me with you.’ She buried her face shyly in my chest. ‘You know I like you, and you also like me, right?’

I gave a muffled reply. What else could I say?

At noon I took Xiaocai to KFC to eat lunch. She had never been to KFC. She didn’t understand anything, so she just listened to me. When I ordered our food and drinks, I occasionally turned my head back to look at her. She silently sat there, her hand on her leg. She smiled at me, at ease, just like how Yaoyao would contentedly smile and look at me. Xiaocai’s smile made me feel heavy inside, it made me feel the weight of life and the difficulty of living. I didn’t lie. At the cash register my eyes were full of tears. These tears were sincere, and rare. I bought a great deal of things. One of each type of food. I wanted to have Xiaocai try it all. Ever since she found out about Xiaoshan’s death, she hadn’t eaten anything.

I didn’t want to raise my head while I was eating. I was afraid to look into her eyes, which were full of love. That look in her eyes was as if it was coming from my little sister, or my mother. Of course, mainly it was as if it was coming from Yaoyao. Perhaps only a girl like Xiaocai could have a gaze like that. She knew everything, but also understood nothing. She was very young, but already very old.

Coming out of KFC, she rubbed against my side. Suddenly, she shyly said, ‘I’ll hold onto your arm, okay?’

I hesitantly raised my arm for a moment, letting her extend her arm. She held on tightly to my left arm, her face pressing up against it. ‘I’ve always wanted to hold someone’s arm as we walked,’ she said, and started crying. She asked me, ‘Is this real?’

‘It’s real.’

‘Yeah.’ She energetically nodded her head as if she had used up all her energy. ‘When I get back I want to sleep well. When I wake up I’ll get ready.’

I had seen many girls. They were already used to roaming around in society, and by the time they reached Xiaocai’s age, they became a black box. You couldn’t guess what they were thinking, or what they wanted. But Xiaocai was different. Years of life in isolation had made her different from other girls.

Returning to the dorm, Lu Xiaodong told me that Yaoyao had called a half hour ago. She wanted me to call back after I returned. Lu Xiaodong said Yaoyao’s voice was very happy, and it seems like it was good news. It probably was, since before she had never let me call her at home, worried that her parents would answer. I didn’t want to call, scared of the coldness of her parents. I dialled her number. Unfortunately, it was Yaoyao’s mom who answered. I bravely stuck with it and greeted her. She said, ‘Mu Yu, you’re in Nanjing? I want to talk with you.’ As she was saying this, the phone was snatched away by Yaoyao. Yaoyao said, ‘Hurry back. Mom is in a great mood right now, right mom? My mom is going on a business trip the day after tomorrow for half a month. She wants to discuss our thing with you before she leaves, right mom?’ I heard it, and her mood really was great. Otherwise, Yaoyao wouldn’t be talking with her like this.

‘Is there hope?’ Lu Xiaodong asked me. He had walked outside all morning and was getting ready to take an afternoon nap before heading out again. ‘I have to go back,’ I said. ‘My mother-in-law said so.’ After I lay down, I wasn’t able to quickly fall asleep like before. My head was going crazy.

I suddenly decided to leave immediately. I hopped off the bed, put on underwear, and started to gather my books and pack my luggage. Lu Xiaodong hadn’t fallen asleep yet. He hadn’t slept for a few afternoons. ‘What are you doing?’ ‘Going back,’ I said. ‘You’re not going to class?’ ‘Nope.’ Lu Xiaodong lit a cigarette, taking two puffs before throwing it onto the floor. ‘I’ll go too!’ He jumped up and started to pack his luggage. ‘What about Shuyue?’ I asked him. ‘Things are hopeless. It’s best to just go now. She’s at work. After she gets off from work, where else would I go?’ He didn’t have much, just a backpack. I had Lu Xiaodong be quiet, and I quietly locked the door. Xiaocai’s room was silent. Was she having a good afternoon nap? I stood in front of her door for a while. Maybe I should have left her a note. I hoped that she would have been able to wake up on time, but I hoped more so that she was deep in her slumber. She couldn’t have known that after she woke up, her world would be entirely different, since I knew how she would react after waking up, seeing things as they really were. Lu Xiaodong told me to hurry up, and not be sentimental. Was I sentimental? I often wanted to cry, like right now, for example.

Going down the stairs, I gave the key to Little Wei, who was sleeping on the couch. He was very surprised to see us leaving. He knew when we were supposed to leave, and it wasn’t time yet. Little Wei rubbed his eyes and yawned, saying, ‘Why didn’t you guys say anything earlier? I’ll figure out the bill and refund you guys for the days you aren’t staying here.’

‘There’s no need to do so, it’s only two or three days. It’s not much money. Just treat it as cigarette money.’ ‘If you insist, thank you very much,’ said Little Wei. It was as if he had no intentions of returning the money in the first place. Seeing Lu Xiaodong’s solemn face, he said, ‘Little Lu, you’re going too? Is Shuyue going with you?’ ‘I’m going,’ Lu Xiaodong coldly said. ‘Mr. Wei, you can stretch out your legs and sleep. There’s no need to worry that someone will come again and search for prostitutes.’ ‘Little Lu, you’re still angry at me. There was nothing I could do. The law can’t just be changed like that. Doing business isn’t easy. I hope you understand. Is Shuyue going with you?’ ‘What does that have to do with you, Mr. Wei? Are you still interested in her? Wait until I come back next time and we’ll see.’ Little Wei awkwardly smiled, somewhat proud of himself. ‘Look at Little Lu,’ he said. ‘You’re really something, look at you.’


The bright white sunlight made me dizzy as we went outside. I was in a stupor for a while, until I got a firm grasp of myself again. Sweat followed. On the street, the pedestrians and cars fluttered in the light and heat. It was as if the world wasn’t real. Lu Xiaodong looked at me, raising his hand to hail a taxi. I nodded. We were going to take a taxi to the bus station. Hopping into the cool taxi, I thought of Xiaocai. Shi Xiaocai, taking her afternoon nap.

_______________

1 Translated by James Thomas Serafin

1 ‘We will resolutely uphold whatever policy decisions Chairman Mao made, and unswervingly follow whatever instructions Chairman Mao gave’

1 A 2001 TV series about domestic violence.




Qijiazhuang

Father was a scoundrel, so it’s rather fortunate he’s already dead. I had his ashes packed into a casket and buried. He left me a damn debt, the hopeless gambler. Twenty-three thousand twenty-four yuan and thirty cents. I’m also a scoundrel, or so father told me over the phone because I had failed to send him money straightaway. He also didn’t think I had grown up to amount to much. Ever since I walked out of the clink, cutting a sorry-looking figure, he called me a scoundrel.

But I had brought money with me, and still had some left after paying for all of father’s funeral arrangements. So I decided to pay off his debt. A dutiful son has to pay his father’s debts, the saying goes, and I was that dear son. Father died towards the end of September, when days were just getting cooler. He died holed up in a smokey room with some other people playing mahjong. He had drawn that last crucial tile from the pile with his left hand. And it was the tile he needed. What a beautiful victory. As soon as he figured out, with the last of his wits, that that victory meant he’d make up for all the losses he’d suffered in the past half month, all the blood in his body flushed to his head, and his heart failed to keep up with so much excitement. Precisely at that moment, someone screamed. Police! Everyone grabbed their money and fled. Everyone except father. Father didn’t flee. He uttered a couple of unintelligible cries and leant forward against the mahjong table. They said it was sudden fright that killed father, because, sure enough, the police did make their appearance. But I think he died of too much happiness. He hadn’t won so handsomely at mahjong in at least eight months. But that last victory of his was considered invalid, and so I was to be held liable for the debt still under his name in the book.

The villagers simply put on any coat they had, but I wore a sporty Western-style leather jacket with a white shirt underneath. That added some warmth, and also some due dignity to father’s funeral. I arranged a very simple funeral for him, with no musicians nor banquet for guests. That was another thing that made father stand out from the rest. Instead, I simply borrowed a hi-fi system with two large speakers and set it to play funeral music the whole day long. With the funeral music playing, I placed father on the hearse and dragged him over to the crematorium, from where I walked out with a wooden urn in my arms. I then placed that urn under father’s portrait and, alone, kept watch over it for the day. By evening I felt like I ought to have someone weep a little for father, so I followed the suggestion of a male cousin and paid a hundred sixty yuan to have a girl from a music troupe come over and sing the song Dirge in front of father’s funerary tablet. Tears ran down that girl’s cheeks as she sang, even making me believe for a few moments that the deceased was her own father. She made me tearful too.

The casket was very small. It wasn’t, in any case, made for a body with arms and legs still intact and in place. You just make a casket as small as the smallest casket you’ve ever seen in your life, I told the carpenter, about the size of two or three ash urns should do just fine. That was the casket I took to the cemetery, and thanks to the white shirt and black leather jacket I’d already managed to save money on mourning clothes too. After throwing the last shovelful of dirt on the grave, I set the shovel aside and took out my mobile phone to call Qi Shunfeng. I said, brother Shunfeng, my old man’s debt, can I pay it back? One could feel in Qi Shunfeng’s voice that Chunghwa tobacco he smoked:

‘Meet me at the village committee in an hour,’ Shunfeng said. ‘You can pay just some of it.’

I walked over to the village committee carrying the shovel on my left shoulder. All along the way people turned their heads to look at me. There were girls who had come from other villages to get married, as well as children who weren’t even ten. They also turned to whoever was standing next to them to ask about me. They knew I was the son of old Qi’s third son, but they didn’t know who I was. I’m sure you know what I mean. I had left the village twelve years earlier, and ever since then the times I’d been back in town didn’t add up to more than a fortnight.

‘You walked here in style, that’s for sure,’ Qi Shunfeng said next to my ear right after I walked into the small village committee assembly room. It was obvious that no one in Qijiazhuang, the village named after the Qi clan, had dared to handle funeral affairs the way I’d done since the village was founded, back in the time of Ming Emperor Chengzu. ‘People of great talent and status are simply at a different level,’ Qi Shunfeng proclaimed to the ten or so people sitting around the table. ‘Why don’t we first welcome my dear cousin, Qi Jinbu?’ There was tepid applause from everyone.

‘I’m here to pay my old man’s debt,’ I said, sliding my left hand into my pocket.

Qi Shunfeng pressed my arm to stop me.

‘My cousin, we’re family. There’s no rush. We’ll talk after the meeting.’

Cursed smooth bastard. He wasn’t so casual and easy-going when he gave father a loan at such an extortionate rate. Neither was he so affectionate each time he pressed father to pay up what he owed. I’m lending you money and you still worry? There’s no high interest, he told father. I’m the deputy village chief and you’re my uncle. Father thought he was being reasonable. Why would he try to swindle him? He was indeed the village deputy after all. Nephew, lend me eight thousand, that’s enough. Don’t need some more? Uncle should also buy something to drink.

As his wins and losses cancelled each other out, the money passing through father’s hands remained basically the same. But, very mysteriously, the eight thousand he owed turned into twenty-three thousand and twenty-four yuan and thirty cents. Father dug out the loan agreement and studied it carefully once through. The tortuously worded clauses in it turned out to contain a bunch of clever traps. The agreement also bore his signature and fingerprint.

‘I just want to make one thing very clear. I have great faith in the development of our village,’ Qi Shunfeng said, breaking the wrap of a new pack of Chunghwas and pulling a cigarette out of it with his left hand. ‘I very much wish to be of even greater service to the people of our village. Me being elected village chief isn’t the most important thing. But, of course, the plans to improve the lives of our young and old do depend on me having such a platform.’

Everyone exchanged glances, and then helped each other light up their cigarettes.

‘I have the support of my cousin Jinbu here,’ Qi Shunfeng said. ‘I’m sure everyone here knows that he’s the fine son of my uncle. These days everyone calls him “President Qi”, cause he’s now a man worth more than ten million, running a seafood processing company. Isn’t that so, my dear Jinbu? Look at how he dresses! No doubt we all remember how white he was when he was just a boy, even his little willy was white. Now look at that skin, bronze! The rich and famous on TV all go sunbathing to get nice tans like that one. It’s men in speedos and women with nice large tits that fill up their bikinis lying on some sunny beach on the Gold Coast. They get all those ultraviolet rays, do photosynthesis. That’s the way it is. And Jinbu, my dear cousin, you’ve come all the way here to give me your support.’

Slowly I began to slide my left hand into my pocket again.

‘I’m here to pay my old man’s debt,’ I said.

I expected him to stop me again, but the bastard didn’t do it. My heart sunk. The money I had wasn’t enough. Even after arranging the simplest funeral the village had ever seen, what I had left on me was still not enough. Qi Shunfeng wasn’t a man to mess around, he knew what he wanted and did it. He took the initiative to lend father money precisely because he knew that father was a scoundrel. And precisely because he knew that father was a scoundrel, he deployed all the tricks he had in his bag to make sure that the interest rate on the loan would be sky-high. And no one should go on thinking that blood relations made the slightest difference to that guy. He’d treat his own father or mother just as ruthlessly. He also had a gang of his own. He’d been a gang leader ever since he was a young boy. Even before finishing fifth grade he’d gathered a band of little delinquents and went over with them to a pine plantation to the east of the village to steal wood, each one of them carrying a little hatchet. He said that my willy was white back then. That is true, though it has now darkened. He once surrounded me with his gang of little thugs, refusing to let me go. He ordered me to lower my trousers to let them all take a look at it. Otherwise, he said, waving his hatchet, white or dark he’d cut off whatever he found there. I was twelve at the time. Now get this, exactly at that moment some of my female classmates were passing by, precisely when I was pulling my damn trousers down! They rolled all over the ground laughing. And for the rest of my life I came to believe that having a white willy was something to be ashamed of.

That lousy bastard Qi Shunfeng. In just a few years he made a fortune going around with that same old gang of his behind him. He travelled around with them to corner the market on foodstuffs in all the nearby villages. He’d pay you a visit, but not to negotiate a price with you. He’d simply tell you a price, then one of his henchmen behind him would suddenly get an itchy throat and cough twice. Just twice. All that was left for you to do was to say that the price was fair and close the deal. Now that most of the young people have gone away to make money elsewhere and few farmers remain, he’s begun to buy land. You can’t farm that much land yourself anyway, he’ll tell the owner, sell some of it to me, this is the price I think is fair. He’ll then raise his left hand forward and indicate the price with his fingers. The amount he indicates with his raised fingers depends on his mood at the time. He then uses the land he buys to grow some grain, fruit, and to raise a few chickens for some time. Then he resells it at a higher price to outsiders who arrive to install large-scale greenhouse crops. That way, without needing to utter a single word, he became the richest entrepreneur in the entire district. It’s rumoured that the township chief once mentioned his name during a meeting, describing comrade Qi Shunfeng as the leading entrepreneur in our village of Qijiazhuang. Indeed, if you stand basically anywhere in Qijiazhuang and look around, the tallest building you’re going to see is Qi Shunfeng’s house. Damn scoundrel.

I’m a scoundrel too. Right after getting out of the clink I was really down in the dumps. And I was locked up for only two years. Two years. That isn’t a lifetime. I had, in fact, done only three runs in the racket, in which we brought in six Hyundais. And my role was that of a mere assistant. Yet every boat that sails in from Japan or South Korea makes your heart palpitate with excitement. Each car smuggled in can make you tens of thousands. It was a sworn brother of mine who asked me in. Brother, let’s work together. And I agreed. He was the chief crewman, and I followed his orders. I made real money during that time. My brother never treated me unfairly. From the moment I first saw him on that fishing port he never once treated me unfairly. While earning my living on that fishing boat I learned all the ins and outs of navigation. That brother of mine was my third employer, and then we were arrested together. As our sixth Hyundai was coming out of the ship’s hold, a group of cops moved in on us, coming from all sides. They walked in as calmly as if they had agreed to meet us there. And those who have been arrested are avoided in the business like a curse. It’s the same as if you were in a boat that sank. People don’t want to hire you any more. I had to start over as an ordinary sailor, one of those sailors who do nothing but hard work. The sea breeze cooked me throughout, and darkened my willy too.

I took the money out and said:

‘Here’s five thousand.’

I was about to scoop some more cash out of my other pocket, but Qi Shunfeng stopped me with his left hand. Like one of those gambling kingpins in one of those films from Hong Kong, he crackled out the fifty banknotes of renminbi into an open red fan. Then, with a single swipe of his hand, he closed them back together into a single wad, as tight and neat as when I first handed them to him. He kneaded the wad with his fingers, held it sideways against the conference table, split it a couple of times, and then pushed the money aside and in front of Zhu Qianwan, who was sitting to his right.

‘Uncle, I wasted your time and the time of all the other gentlemen here. I’m very sorry,’ Shunfeng said. ‘Now it’s time to eat. Everyone, please take some of this money here and go buy a bottle of liquor. If you want to have some meat just buy yourself half a pound or so of pig’s head. Let’s break up the meeting, then you all do as you please.’

Without as much as paying attention to their affected refusals, he took me outside the assembly room.

I slid my left hand into my other pocket, but again Qi Shunfeng stopped me.

‘I still have more,’ I said.

‘Haven’t I made myself clear about this money?’ he said. ‘You sit here and have a cigarette. Call me in fifteen minutes.’

Qi Shunfeng walked westwards, then turned a corner to the south and disappeared. Fifteen minutes later I gave him a call.

‘Du Shengli’s place,’ he said over the phone, his voice heavy with Chunghwa tobacco. ‘Come to Du Shengli’s place.’

Du Shengli had recently built a large house for his family. His wife, a woman who worked the fields and who was always on the lookout for anything happening around her house, was standing by the gate. Were it not for her standing there I would’ve never believed that Du Shengli could move into such a big house. He was just like my father, born a hardcore gambler. Inside there were nine people in total. They were sitting on beds, chairs, and some three-legged wooden stools. With so little furniture the house’s main room looked very empty. Du Shengli had bet and lost all the other pieces of furniture in his house. And in fifty years of gambling, he had never managed to win enough to fully furnish any house he lived in.

I greeted the neighbours with a nod.

‘You got something to discuss with me, dear Jinbu?’ Qi Shunfeng asked, passing me a cigarette.

‘I want to pay back my old man’s debt.’

‘Ah yeah, the money uncle borrowed. It wasn’t on my mind at all,’ he said. ‘How much was it? Ah, whatever, it doesn’t matter how much it was. Pay back half and we’re good. The other half’ll be a gift to honour uncle.’ He cupped his hand over his cigarette and lit it, then moved the lighter from his right hand to his left. ‘Everyone you see sitting around here owes me some money. We come into this world without any money, and we don’t take any with us when we die. As a matter of fact, I won’t be asking anyone here to pay me in full. All I ever wanted was to give you all some help in hard times. I’ll get straight to the point and set my cousin Jinbu here as an example for you all. Everyone who supports me will have his debt cut by half, no exceptions.’


‘Shunfeng, you’re very generous,’ I said, promptly reaching for the four thousand I still had on me. However, just before taking the money out, I loosened my fingers a little and left seven or eight notes inside my pocket. I took the other thirty or so and handed them over to him. ‘Thank you on behalf of my father.’

Qi Shunfeng gave out a couple snorts of amusement.

‘Don’t mention it,’ he said.

Then Du Shengli said:

‘I owe nine thousand two hundred.’

Another one said:

‘I owe six thousand seven hundred.’

And a third one said:

‘I owe thirteen thousand.’

Qi Shunfeng waved his hand.

‘We’ll take a look at those figures again tomorrow, after voting. It isn’t easy for Jinbu here to return to the village for a visit, so the two of us should go grab a drink. I wish each one of you much prosperity.’

As we stepped out of Du Shengli’s home, I asked him:

‘How many gatherings are there still? I’m leaving tomorrow.’

‘Two.’

‘The thing’s that I only have a little money left.’

Qi Shunfeng stopped to face me directly, a crooked smirk rising from the corner of his mouth. ‘Jinbu, you bastard, you really got your brains working hard. Thinking of squeezing some money out of me?’

‘Just want to help you with your business,’ I said, feeling through the outside of my pocket the few banknotes I still had in there.


I needed to have enough money to at least leave Qijiazhuang by bus. My original plan was to use the money I’d brought with me to give father a decent funeral. But when I arrived at the village and saw Qi Shunfeng, I knew that I had to pay him back. No matter how much it was, I had to pay him back. He once told me of an ancient story about a monk who had died and then couldn’t take his temple with him to the afterlife. That story had a profound meaning, he didn’t forget to warn me, over the phone when he called me to tell me that father had passed away. He then reminded me to bring the money father owed.

I continued to walk towards home. In front of the house I stopped to take a good look at it. My grandfather wasn’t able to produce a good son, but he was a man of vision. He had his house built smack in the middle of the village. There was no better spot for him to build it. Whenever he called me a scoundrel, father also consoled himself by saying: Luckily I have a good house with two rooms, because what could I expect from a son like you? Anyone would assume that a house in such a location could only appreciate over time. But were you to cross Qi Shunfeng in any way, your house could begin to lose a brick one day, a roof tile the next, till nothing but an empty lot was left. And later even that empty lot could just as well disappear. Therefore, at the last moment, I decided to arrange a funeral of an unprecedented kind for my father. Father was a scoundrel, but I also must say that, father, I had no choice but to wrong you.

‘If you hadn’t made it clear that you can’t spend more than two or three days ashore each month, you could really fool people with those airs you put on,’ Qi Shunfeng said. ‘Uncle used to blather the whole day and with just about anyone about how you had really made it and how well you were doing. I just didn’t buy it. He wasn’t a man of much nerve. If you gave him some money, would he still dare not to pay me back?’

That bastard had hit the nail on the head. Sometimes the food we have at sea is really bad, but we have to eat it anyway. That was the kind of situation I was facing then. I’m still, however, a firm believer in better days to come. I still believe that the stinking bitch who snatched my bank card and bankbook as soon as she heard that I’d be locked up for two years will one day come back to kneel before me and tie my shoelaces. I want to be with her and no one else. I don’t care how good other women can be, they’ll have to stand aside. And I don’t think that’s odd at all. But that, allowing myself to be played by a woman, was another thing father scolded me for. After coming out of the clink I chopped the tip of my right pinkie off, just at the last joint, to serve me as a reminder. It was just like that time when I was told to pull down my trousers and show my willy. Back then I also made a resolution, and it was to leave Qijiazhuang for good. But because I had chopped part of a finger off, I got into the habit of using my left hand more. Thus I made myself left-handed. Father was also left-handed. And he was superstitious. He believed that, when playing mahjong, luck would only come to him if he drew the tiles with his left hand.

Now the few hundred yuan I had in my pocket, the house in the middle of the village, and my cultivated left-handedness were all I had in the world.

‘Can I really pay back only half?’ I asked.

‘Brother, once I’m officially in charge, everything’ll be easy to arrange.’

So I decided to play along with Qi Shunfeng’s little act. We went to a house on the northwest corner of Qijiazhuang where some very honourable villagers were gathered to listen to the policy proposals of a candidate for village chief. I wore my Western-style leather jacket and white shirt to the occasion. I also had a fashionable tan, acquired at sea, and had just arranged a funeral of a kind no one had ever seen. Very few people knew what I had been up to in the previous few years, so I could pass off as President Qi, the President Qi who now wished to improve the lot of the common people back in his home village. Before we entered the house, Qi Shunfeng stuffed a little over three thousand yuan in my pocket.

‘To show that I’m sincere in my service to Qijiazhuang and also able to work for the development of our village, I have invited here my cousin Qi Jinbu. May my good uncle’s soul rest in peace in Heaven,’ Qi Shunfeng said. ‘Dear Jinbu is an important man, a general manager, chairman of the board, and he’s now planning to build a recreation centre here in our village. Jinbu hopes to work together with me, like a true brother ready to fight tigers, like father and son fighting shoulder to shoulder in the same army. I’m sure you all understand. Jinbu, would you like to say a few words?’

‘Brother Shunfeng has my full support. We need someone like him here, a man of action with both passion and vision. I’m on a rather short and hurried visit, but I did notice that our village has grown, and improved a lot. The plan of building a recreation centre is still in its early stages. Shunfeng and I still need to discuss it in more detail.’ I felt about inside my pocket, again with loose fingers, and took out thirty banknotes, at the most. I placed them on those people’s dining table. ‘I’m very sorry. I don’t have much money on me. This is just a token of my sincerity. Select a good name for the recreation centre. Whoever comes up with a name that’s to everybody’s liking gets to keep the money.’

There was a commotion in the room. Nothing’s more effective than money. From the perspective of the people in that room, ‘serving the people’ just meant bringing money to the village to improve everyone’s everyday lives. Qi Shunfeng was very happy with the outcome.

After that I went with Qi Shunfeng to two more meetings. In fact there were three more meetings, the dinner gathering in the evening being the most important one. In the first of the previous meetings I played the role of filial son accepting the reduction of a debt on behalf of his dead father, and in the second I pretended to be a rich man crying out that he wanted to work alongside deputy village chief Qi and that he had never trusted anyone in this world other than Qi Shunfeng. But attendance to the third gathering I had to fight for. I had run about the whole day, and now it was already dark and I was desperately hungry. Those four thousand yuan had moved in and out of my pocket a few times, and that bastard Qi Shunfeng had wised up to what I was doing with the money. He told me it was okay, and rubbed his left hand against the outside of my pocket. But I was desperately hungry. And I wanted to have a drink too. I had earned it, I said. Qi Shunfeng patted his own head and said, ok, no problem, there’ll be a gathering with drinks soon, you hold on a little longer.

At the drinking table I played again all the roles I had already played that day, and there was no need for Qi Shunfeng to prompt me. Qi Shunfeng had said that the next day’s election would be decided by secret ballot, so it was still necessary that evening to convince the opportunistic fence-sitters who only went whatever way the wind was blowing. My performances had been fairly effective, he said. Even if I had uttered no more than a few words, my unique outfit and the maverick-style funeral I had arranged for father had spoken for themselves. Big shots were always extreme in everything they did, including funerals. Those could be extravagant to the point of vulgarity, or so simple as to appear refined. So at the gathering I said:

‘To show my unwavering support for our brother Shunfeng I decided to postpone my departure, and tomorrow, as just any other villager of Qijiazhuang, I will personally and solemnly cast my ballot for him. In these past few years all my uncles, brothers and sisters in the village, as well as Shunfeng himself, all looked after my old father. To express my gratitude, I’d like to offer everyone here a few rounds. Let’s get hammered!’

And hammered I really did get. On my way home I stumbled and fell three times. Twice I found myself lying flat on the ground with the sharp rocks of the ground pricking my back. The countless stars in the sky looked so limpid as though they had just been washed clean. They made me feel sad, and I wept. When I received the news of my father’s passing, my shipmates had said wear your best clothes, you have to look presentable.

Life isn’t easy. And they turned out to be right. Once I got home, I lay down on the bed and fell asleep. It was me alone in the deserted house, and I didn’t even bother to take my shoes off. I woke up the next day to the blaring of a loudspeaker. The village committee was announcing that voting was about to start. I washed my faced, combed my hair, whisked the dust and dirt off the bottom of my trousers and off my shoes, and then went over to the village committee. The weather was a tad cooler than the day before.

Villagers above the age of eighteen were scattered here and there across an open ground. The township chief had come himself to supervise the voting in person. A platform wrapped in red bunting had been set up. The unmistakable Qi Shunfeng was also seated atop the platform, a seat away from the balding township chief, who sucked his gums every two minutes or so. Then the township chief nodded in my direction and smiled. That was because Qi Shunfeng had just pointed me out to him, his cousin Qi Jinbu, who had just returned to his home village in glory after prospering out there in the world. With the township chief’s long-distance gaze fixed on me, the villagers behind me began to point and nod. Very calmly I waved at the township chief and at Qi Shunfeng.

Voting began. One by one the people went up to the ballot box placed in front of the township chief and stuffed in their marked slips of paper. When I was casting my ballot, I heard the township chief laugh. And when the township chief laughed, the other people on the platform also laughed. And when the people on the platform laughed, the villagers down below laughed as well. I didn’t know why they were laughing. I looked at Qi Shunfeng. The bastard’s face had turned ashen. He wasn’t laughing.

Votes were counted there and then. Someone took a microphone to read out the name of the candidate voted for on each ballot, while someone else chalked up those votes onto a large blackboard. There was a monitor standing next to the person calling out the votes, and another monitor next to the one marking them down on the board, to verify the counting. Qijiazhuang was a fairly large village, so counting would take some time. The township chief went inside the village committee building to rest. Then Qi Shunfeng came walking in my direction with a ferocious look on his face. He dragged me to a place where there was no one. When we stopped, he punched me.

‘You bastard! You came here to torpedo my campaign, didn’t you?’

‘What the Hell, I voted for you!’

‘Look at this damn leather!’

He grabbed me by the shoulders and spun me around twice. I lifted the hem of my jacket and stretched my neck as much as I could to take a look at my back. Damn, when had that happened? I huge gash had been torn open on my leather jacket, and to the sides there were also many muddy spots I hadn’t wiped clean. Imitation leather really can’t match the real thing. Qi Shunfeng lunged for the pocket where I kept the money. I blocked him with my hand. We fixed our gazes on each other’s hand, then looked into each other’s eyes. The two overlapping hands were two left hands.

‘Damn bastard,’ I said. ‘You’re also left-handed.’



Like Heaven on Earth
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My cousin Ziwu got off the train and waited for me by the station’s exit, his rolling suitcase by his leg. After half an hour had passed and I still hadn’t showed up, he pulled his suitcase away and stood with it under a screen to watch the hourly news broadcast. After the broadcast was over there was a very long commercial, and after that there was an interview with two people, completely unrelated to what was on before. The people in the interview were saying that there was a housing market bubble in Beijing that was out of control, and that no one was able to stop it. My cousin laughed at that. They damn offer to let you live somewhere, and then you get screwed for life. Then the news started again. There were many things in the world he didn’t know about, and that was just fine by him. None of those things had anything to do with him. I was the only one who had anything to do with him. Besides central government figures and some celebrities he had seen on TV, I was the only face he would recognise in all of Beijing. We had agreed that I’d meet him at the station’s exit at 4:10. The hourly news broadcast went on for a third time. Ziwu got tired of standing. He also felt like having a cigarette, but discovered that his pack was empty. Then he felt cold, it felt like he had a layer of cold water stuck to his body. The station’s bell sounded its gloomy chime. It was seven o’clock, night had fallen, and the news broadcast started again. Ziwu scanned his surroundings carefully, the streetlights, the cars, the people. There wasn’t even a shadow of me. He started to panic. He took out a little slip of paper with my number on it and went looking for a payphone to call me on my mobile. He called me a second time. It was still switched off. Now thoroughly panicked, he approached a street cleaner who was going past him:

‘Do you know my cousin? His name’s Zhou Ziping.’

The old street cleaner just shook his head, hesitantly. He didn’t understand what my cousin had said to him, because, flustered, Ziwu had spoken in his native dialect. Then, straining his tongue to form the words, he asked the question again in standard mandarin. The old street cleaner shook his head again. Ziwu looked carefully at the strangers’ faces passing him by and, dragging his rolling suitcase behind him, returned to his spot at the station’s exit. A large number of passengers from a train that had just arrived swarmed out of the station, and I was still nowhere to be seen. Ziwu wanted to cry.

That all happened two years ago, when my cousin first arrived in Beijing to stay with me. That evening he kept going back and forth between the station’s exit and the television screen, till he got to the television screen and saw that there was nothing else on it. Besides a few people he could count on his fingers, there was on the main square in front of the station nothing but some plastic bags being blown about by the wind. He pulled a thick jacket from inside his suitcase and put it on, and then he fell asleep sitting on the suitcase. I still hadn’t shown up. Ziwu woke up when it was beginning to dawn. The television screen had resumed broadcasting news. With a tone of voice suggestive of objectivity as clear as glass, the female news anchor announced that somewhere in the world a war was raging, and that hundreds of thousands of people had been turned into refugees. Ziwu found himself fully covered in dew, which dripped from his hair down to his forehead. He felt like he was one refugee among those hundreds of thousands, separated from his family even before meeting them. Ziwu, my cousin, the son of my paternal aunt.

Ziwu waited and waited, but I never arrived. That day I was arrested. When the police caught me I had a half-finished master’s degree diploma in my pocket. The name of the institution on it was Beijing Normal University. I hadn’t had the time yet to find someone to make a good outer cover for it. An already half-bald middle-aged man who wanted to use the name of Beijing Normal University to rise up to a position of deputy department director had ordered it. I told him the price was a thousand. He tried to bargain it down to eight hundred. I didn’t agree. One thousand yuan for a position of deputy director was a small investment that’d keep on giving. How much public money couldn’t a deputy director embezzle? He agreed. I was very happy, because I would profit well over eight hundred with a single document. I made a living forging documents for people who wanted them. That day, however, I got greedy, and that was the problem. Ever since I started in that business I had been constantly reminding myself never to get too greedy and never to push things to the limit. That day around noon I was actually going to meet someone who’d make me a cover for that diploma, but, feeling a little crazy, I decided to stop on the pedestrian bridge between Renmin University and the Modern Plaza mall to fish for another assignment. The extra money would come in handy to treat Ziwu to a welcome dinner. It had been a few years already since the two of us had got together for a drink.

But I was caught. I didn’t have the time to finish even one cigarette there on the footbridge. The wind was strong, and I was leaning to one side to avoid the brunt of it. At that moment two peaked caps came up from the southern end of the footbridge. There was no place I could hide, and also no way I could flee. The bridge was a few good metres high, I wouldn’t dare to jump from there. Now, there are some cops who you really have to admire. Their intuition just tells them straight away that you’re less than a law-abiding citizen. They frisked me and immediately found the half-finished fake diploma in my pocket. My protests all fell on deaf ears. I was to be taken to the station and do all the talking there. I gritted my teeth, stiffened my neck, and denied vehemently that what I had in my possession was a forged diploma. I was actually looking for someone to forge a diploma for me, I said. That unfinished thing I had on me was just a template that I wanted to show to the forger and say, hey, look, do it like this. I couldn’t tell the truth of course, because the truth was a different offence altogether. They seemed not to believe me, but I wouldn’t give in. Moreover, a single half-finished document wasn’t a big deal. But they threw me in a cell all the same. Meanwhile Ziwu was under that television screen watching news about earthquakes, tsunamis, wars, military coups, and untold sums of money being made overnight.


Once in gaol I was left incommunicado. I kept thinking about how miserable Ziwu would be without me. He was alone in town without a single friend and not knowing where to go. I thought about him every day. Fifteen days later I came out with a beard on my face and went straight to the train station to look for him. I waited there from noon to about nine in the evening, and saw no one who looked like Ziwu. My cousin had a striking appearance. The skin on his face was fair and clear. His shoulders were broad and his rump narrow. Not many people looked like him. Unwilling to let his good looks go to waste, he dreamed of becoming a star while working at the local county’s glassworks. He wanted to become an actor, but the county’s theatre troupe refused to take him in. They said his voice wouldn’t cut it. When he opened his mouth to speak, he sounded like he was spitting out sheets of sandpaper, they said. That made him drop the idea for good. I smoked two whole packs of cigarettes standing there by the station’s exit, and then, exhausted, I went back home.

The next day I bought a used mobile phone, because the police had seized the one I had before. I’d also have to start my business afresh. I walked to the station writing my new number in every hidden nook I could find along the way, in the hope that it would be seen by as many people as possible who could be interested in a fake document. Again I waited a long time at the station. My eyes hurt from searching among all the people coming and going. And yet I couldn’t find Ziwu. I called my aunt. Aunt asked, isn’t he in Beijing? He’s called and asked me for your number. She also said that Ziwu hadn’t returned home. I continued to wait.

The train station was the only place where I could conceivably find him. Beijing is a huge ocean of people. Finding him randomly in the city would be like finding a needle in a haystack. The whole following week I spent hanging around the area near the station. On Saturday afternoon, at around four o’clock, a stooped young fellow with tousled hair appeared by the station’s entrance, searching vacantly around him. He looked like he had been waiting there for years. His clothes hanged, out of shape, on his body, about half of the buttons on them gone. The bottom of his red backpack was blackened with grime. I tentatively called his name. Ziwu? He quickly raised his head and searched around like a dog on alert. Seeing me, his empty eyes were immediately filled with life. He staggered over to me and grabbed me by the arm. Tears rolled down his face and his lips trembled. After a long pause he was finally able to exclaim:

‘Brother!’

He was crying when he said that he had finally found his brother. That made me very sad. He was a lot thinner than the way I remembered him. His double eyelids had gained an extra fold and had become triple eyelids. He told me he was sure I would eventually come looking for him. So, whenever there wasn’t anything else preventing him, he would come to the station at around four in the afternoon, the time he had come out of the station on the day he arrived. He had come to the station many times, and whenever he happened to pass by the square in front he would also stop and take a look.

‘Where are you staying?’ I asked him.

‘Anywhere. Wherever there’s a place for me to lie down.’

‘How about your suitcase?’

‘At the hotel,’ Ziwu said. ‘I didn’t have money to pay for the stay, so the owner kicked me out and kept my suitcase as guarantee.’


As we walked past a small restaurant, Ziwu gulped, turned to me and said:

‘Brother, I want to eat some red braised pork.’

Ok, let’s eat then, I said. Ziwu was really starving. He ate a full bowl of braised pork all by himself, grease running non-stop from the corners of his mouth. Only watching was enough to make me feel nauseated. After eating we went to the hotel where Ziwu had stayed before. It was run by an old couple. There were rooms both upstairs and in the basement. Ziwu had stayed in the basement, where it was cheaper. There were four bunk beds in the room, and Ziwu had slept on the top of the one on the northeast corner. When the proprietress saw Ziwu, she began to scream:

‘Money! Money! Old man, that boy’s here!’

‘What?’ the proprietor shouted back from another room. ‘He still dares to come back!’

Ziwu tried to hide behind me, but I grabbed him by the shoulders. I have money, I told him. The proprietor had an emaciated look to his face. He came over and held a greasy accounting book in front of my eyes. Five hundred. That was already a huge sum for Ziwu. But when the money appeared, things calmed down. We left the hotel with Ziwu’s suitcase, and Ziwu told me that he hated them. I asked him who was it that he hated. He said he hated everything, the owner of the hotel, his wife, the buildings, the roads, the shops, the cars, and even the people passing by and the sparse trees along the roads. I could understand it. When you’re at the end of your tether it feels like the whole world is your enemy. But I’d had more days like that in my life than he had. As we went through an underpass, he pointed to a guy sleeping rough in a little recess on the wall and said that only a few days earlier that had been his spot. I held him by the shoulders. He was like a younger brother to me, my cousin Ziwu. He said that, had he not found the occasional job selling newspapers, he would’ve been forced to beg. He shambled along behind me the whole way. When we got to the place I rented in Xiyuan he plonked himself down on my bed and heaved a deep sigh:

‘Damn, I was scared to death!’

He said that Beijing was too big, and that, during those days, whenever he went somewhere else, all he wanted was to get back to the street of the station. He was afraid of getting lost.
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I bought a folding bed for Ziwu at the morning market so that he could stay with me. Since that was his first time in Beijing, I also gave him a basic tour of the city. Every now and then I would receive a new assignment, and would then just tell Ziwu what to do while I was gone.

Forging documents is actually very easy. If you have a good eye you won’t have much trouble doing it. My usual procedure was to drop some little ads in the wild and then just wait for the rabbits to come in from their own accord. Otherwise I could also get business on the street. If I saw someone I suspected could be a client I would just approach and ask, sir, document, sir? Proof of graduation, driving licence, travel permit, passport, any type of document I could provide. Then we’d find some secluded place to negotiate the price and I’d require the customer to leave a little deposit in advance. After that I’d go make the document as required in a print shop or in a small workshop. And at the end I’d do the delivery. If it turned out to be something too complicated for me to handle on my own, then I’d look for people who could help me. Those were people bigger than me in the business, and they could falsify anything you could imagine. That kind of assignment I usually didn’t accept, because the longer a task took to complete and the more people were involved, the greater the risk that something could go wrong. Somewhere along the chain a link could break, and that could potentially be much worse for your business than having some problem with your eyes. So I did everything I could to handle things on my own. From taking assignments to manufacturing the final products, I insisted on keeping everything on a small scale. I believed that was a necessary virtue for a document forger. Even if I would never make a huge fortune that way, the pennies flowing in constantly meant that I could still make good money. Those days I found myself explaining to Ziwu everything about Beijing all the time. Beijing is a very complex place. It’s a huge city, traffic is really bad. One day I took him to see the district of Haidian and the places there where I usually operated, such as Peking University, Tsinghua University, Renmin University, Foreign Studies University, University of Nationalities, Capital Normal University, the local Silicon Valley, Shuang’an Market, and so on. I was also constantly reminding him to stick to this one principle: don’t get greedy. And if you happen to get greedy really badly for something, then you should put yourself fully into it. I had to be a living example of that for him. Ziwu kept nodding in agreement. Once we were back from our little tour, Ziwu said okay, he wasn’t that scared any more. He summarised it clearly: greed can get you in trouble, but with fear you just can’t get anything done. My cousin had a good working brain.

My cousin had always had a good brain, and precisely because it was so good he had got absolutely nowhere with it. I was also getting nowhere, and that was both expected and self-evident. But I knew I was mediocre. That wasn’t so with Ziwu. When he was still a child and was at school, about two weeks before each term’s final exam aunt would promise to buy him anything he wanted if he got a good result in the exam. So, to get into the top three of his class, he’d cram on his studies for the ten days or so before the exam. If aunt forgot to bribe him with a promise, he might as well turn out among the bottom three of his class. The teachers that taught his classes all said that Chen Ziwu was a real prodigy. His grades were just like the crotch of an old man’s trousers, high if he wanted them high, or low if he wanted them low, just very flexible. Later aunt gradually stopped bribing him with promises, and so he just studied as much as he felt like. He was lazy and sluggish, and soon learned to smoke and drink. But he didn’t become that sort of bad kid who picks fist fights on the street. In the end he managed to get accepted to study at the TV University, just barely. He got a diploma after two years studying there, and then went to work at the local county’s glass factory. At the time, pay and benefits there weren’t bad. It was one of the largest businesses in the county back then. But those good days came to an end very abruptly when the factory manager absconded with a pile of cash. The people left behind clung to what they could, working day to day. My cousin ended up moved from the manufacturing floor to the washing section, where all he had to do was to rinse bottles with plain old-fashioned water. A huge basin full of water and a large pile of bottles, clanking and crashing as he washed them. It was a bunch of old women who did that job besides him, and those old ladies waddled around and cracked jokes at his expense the whole day long. That annoyed him to no end, and so he requested many times to be transferred back to his old position. But the boss kept saying that it was impossible, that all positions were already taken, and told him to bear just a little longer by the washing basin. One day Ziwu got impatient, broke the bottom of a bottle and threatened the boss with the sharp edges of the half left in his hand. But where could that possibly take him? If they went to the police station to report it he’d be taken in for a crime. So Ziwu could stay no longer. He quit his job at the glass factory, and the idea of going to Beijing to work with me struck him.

People from our hometown often went to Beijing. They all said that the capital was a good place to make money, you were supposed to find it on the ground and all you had to do was to bend down to pick it up. Going to Beijing to make money was called doing a Beijing run, and the people who went to the capital to forge documents, run some small business or do any other odd job to make money were all called Beijing runners. I was one of those Beijing runners, and now Ziwu was one of them too.

The place where we lived wasn’t very nice. But there was nothing to be done about that. In Beijing, houses are worth more than people. I rented a room in an old courtyard quadrangle. The room was furnished with only a few very simple pieces of furniture. Still, getting a bed for Ziwu to fit in there required me to get rid of an old broken desk. The other people living in the quadrangle besides me were another document forger, a salesman who was out on business trips most of the time, and a bicycle repairman who went by ‘Rusty’. Rusty had a truly smart-arsed type of face, with sideburns growing down to his chin and then stopping neatly there. He looked like one of those performance artists one often sees on TV. After Ziwu first saw him, he told me that the guy really looked the part, a bicycle repairman. He kept his tools in two big baskets that hung from two iron bars he had welded together and placed on the rear section of his bicycle. What I found most interesting was that the guy often returned on a different bicycle from the one he had left on. It was like a magic trick. As a matter of fact, however, I hardly ever had any contact with my neighbours, except for that other fellow who also forged documents. That one I visited often. My neighbours also didn’t talk much among themselves, often lowering their gazes when passing by each other. But my fellow forger and I were two big good-for-nothings; all forgers are good-for-nothings. We had a bunch of free time every day and we didn’t know what to do with it. My fellow forger was from Hubei. But, whatever his mood was, he liked to sing lines from Henan operas. It was odd to listen to someone from Hubei singing Henan operas. That said, although I really didn’t enjoy listening to it, I’d ask him to sing a little for me whenever I didn’t have any work to do. I had to be always on the lookout for new assignments. While listening to his singing I often allowed my attention to drift to the chaotic city life beyond the quadrangle’s gate. Some stray cats would solemnly cross that gate to the outside with their tails upright, like honour guards. I would try to guess, again and again, which cats were male and which ones were female. My fellow forger often complained ruefully that, in such a big city, one could go half a month in a quadrangle courtyard like the one where we lived without striking up a single conversation with another person. It was much better when he was a child, he said. Half his village could eat from the same bowl, and when you returned, the bowl would be full again.

I took Ziwu to visit him.

‘This is my cousin,’ I introduced him. ‘Please look after him too.’

‘Your cousin’s my cousin, no word to the contrary. Come, let’s give him a good welcome.’

We went to the little bar by the alley’s entrance. Brother Wen was a worldly man, forty-nine years old, and when he drank his tongue really loosened up.

‘My young man Ziwu, listen to what I’m saying,’ he said. ‘If you want to work in this business, you need to have guts. Be bold, bold, and then bold some more, and the money will come.’

He gesticulated widely as he spoke, like Lenin in October. Ziwu nodded, then turned his head to look at me. I told him to listen to Brother Wen.

But back in our room I rushed to wash all of that out of his head. It was people first, money second, I told him. Safety was the most important thing. If he was too bold, people could die. Ziwu nodded, appearing to have understood it all.
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After the initial arrangements, I began to take Ziwu to work forging documents with me. And at night we often went out to drop our little ads. At the time forgers were not yet using those pre-printed adhesive business cards that can be conveniently stuck just about anywhere. Advertising was mostly done by hand with felt-tip pens or spray paint wherever it was suitable. Ads could be placed on billboards, bus stop signs, and on the steps of footbridges. The message in them was very simple, usually only the two characters for documents made and a contact number. There were few people on the street at night, and so the world was full of possibilities. But we had to know how far we could go. If we publicised our business too aggressively it could attract the attention of the police or provoke city management into doing something about it. If they noticed too much of a pattern in our ads and decided to really give us a call, that could be a true hassle to deal with. But nowadays you can place those little sticker ads as much as you want and nobody will arrest or otherwise bother you. The police have become used to seeing them.

Ziwu didn’t like using spray paint. Those spray cans required a sharp eye and a deft hand to operate. He preferred to use felt-tip pens to write at his own pace. His handwriting was also much better than mine. After he had finished writing the contact number, he would also add a phrase or two that had come to mind, phrases such as Beijing is just too big, cars go too damn fast, or I don’t know about you, but I want to get rich. One night he remembered an ex-girlfriend of his, a classmate he had at the TV University, so he wrote: Every time I turn around you’re just not there. After reading it I told him that, if he still liked her, he should go after her again. He kept his head lowered to add another line: You said you’d be with me forever, now you’re being squeezed in somebody else’s arms. That brought goose bumps to my arms. It was really sad to read. The boy clearly still carried a very heavy heart, so I didn’t say anything.

I thought at first that Ziwu didn’t have much talent for this line of business. But about a month later, when he was already working on his own, we passed by a roast sweet potato stand. Ziwu stopped and ordered a huge sweet potato. He wanted a raw potato. The stand owner and I were both perplexed. People who liked to eat raw potatoes were not exactly common. But Ziwu said that the potato would come in handy. Once we were back home he pared the potato down to the shape of a small brick, then used a small fruit knife to carve something on its surface. Then, suddenly, he had a large stamp in his hand, one which, when dipped into black ink and pressed against white paper left an impressively good rendition of our ad.

That simple invention made our advertising that much more efficient, like those big bosses who use a stamp instead of signing documents to make work quicker. Just a little press against the paper and you’re done. As far as I know, Ziwu was the first in the business to make use of printed ads. Later he found someone to carve two bricks for him and make two stamps of the same size. One of them was for me, and the other one was for himself. Producing ads was now done with only a stamp in one hand and a box with an ink-soaked sponge in the other. One press, one ad. And after we began using stamps more and more people in the business followed close behind and started using them too. That was the true contribution to the business Ziwu made. But despite having a stamp now, Ziwu continued to carry a felt-tip pen in his pocket to write that odd sentence that occurred to him along the way. That had become a habit for him, perhaps like chewing on a toothpick after having a meal. People chew on toothpicks not because there’s anything wrong with their teeth, but because they have the craving.

People outside the business may think that forging documents is very dangerous. But in reality, by the time I came to Beijing, it was already not that dangerous any more. A Revolutionary War veteran once told me that the business started with seals. Of course those forged seals, both personal and institutional, weren’t to be put to legal use. Legal seals were stamped for legitimate ends, everything done aboveboard, and there was no reason to charge more for them than the established prices for the carving. But fake seals were a different matter. You used them if your intentions were less than honourable, that is, if you wanted to swindle and defraud. It was really because you wanted to make some quick money by means of an evil deed. In that case you had to pay the price. You paid not only for the risk involved in the carving of a fake seal, but also because of your wicked heart. Breaking the law with regard to either personal or official seals had their own articles in the criminal code, so an official seal could cost as much as a few thousand. The first forgers forging seals had to search for assignments in the open seas, so to speak. Then some wise ones thought, if you’re stamping this seal on this piece of paper, thereby making it a fraud, why not go all the way and make the piece of paper as well? Then anything could be falsified, official documents, school transcripts, official notifications, invoices, quality inspection certificates, and so on. Any piece of paper could be made as required. One page, two pages, many pages, once they were all inside an official-looking red plastic cover they just became an official document. And so fake documents got to circulate out there in the world.

That whole evolution, of course, took longer than what I made it sound, several years in fact. But you can just as well ask whether it isn’t the case that falsified stuff has existed for millennia. Weren’t there fake imperial edicts? The type of thing court eunuchs and other state officials would try to pull after an emperor had died? You would be right, of course. But I’m talking about how things are now. I couldn’t care less about what the ancients did. In any case, the forging of documents as a business started at some point, and it has only grown ever since. That’s because people’s need for it has also only grown. Who doesn’t want proof of payment without having to pay a penny? And who doesn’t want a PhD diploma without having to sit down to study a single day?

And as long as there are forged documents in circulation there will always be crackdowns on the people who forge them. In the early days of the business, forgers often lived in torment. Cops were constantly on the watch, so they had to conduct their business very stealthily. Being seen meant being criminally charged. They had to be all very cautious and constantly on the alert, and take to their heels as soon as they noticed something wasn’t right. They also had to keep regular police rounds on their radar, and those who had come from other parts of the country had to mind their temporary residence permits and IDs, because if they messed that up they could be dispatched back to the places where they came from. In a word, living and working conditions were terrible. A single moment of inattention meant losing everything and landing in prison for three, perhaps even five years.

There is no doubt, however, that with the risk also came the potential for huge gains. The old guard made real money. Among the ones I heard about, the large majority of the pioneers in the business all became top dogs. They no longer did the work themselves, but rather had a bunch of underlings to get it done for them. Putting out ads, getting assignments, manufacturing the product, and then arranging the delivery, for every step in the chain they had people working for them. It was all managed, from beginning to end, like a real enterprise. When things are done that way, there’s no limit to how much money one can make. Those top dogs, all wildly ambitious, then invested the money they made in different lines of business, such as real estate or small coal mines in Shanxi. Anything was possible. And if they didn’t want to do anything else, they could just as well stay home counting their money for giggles.

Now the business is a lot more crowded. Any guy with some brains and any background can try his luck, just like myself. It’s the same cake going around, and more people to eat it, so money gets harder and harder to get. I worked very hard for little money. Sure enough, the risks also got lower. That’s just how things usually are. And because we stuck our little ads all over town, we were often referred to on TV and on newspapers as the city’s psoriasis. Likewise, on every footbridge or street corner there will be someone to address you with the question: Need documents? It’s the same thing as with those women who carry children in their arms but suddenly approach you to ask: Want some smut? They’re just too many of them around, so the police ignore them. If the police really wanted to arrest them all there wouldn’t be enough room in all of Beijing’s prisons. The prisons would get so crowded they’d explode.

But that’s not to say that there was no risk. There was some, but it was relatively small. However, about two years ago, after Ziwu had been in Beijing for only about a month, risk was running quite high. For a time, we were so scared that we hid in our room for several days. Occasionally tension could get quite high like that, such as during crackdowns, rectification campaigns, government initiatives for a more ‘spiritual’ civilisation, as well as during any major government conference or event. That time a rectification campaign had been launched in the city, and that included a number of initiatives geared towards the city’s ‘beautification’. So we wouldn’t dare to go out to put up our sticker ads. Ziwu and I stayed in our room drinking for a whole week before we decided to go out to try to find an assignment in person. Brother Wen was more gutsy than we were, and didn’t take a single day off. He just had to go out, he said. His wife and child back home were asking for money, and so off to hit the streets he went.

Among our comrades, trying to get assignments by approaching strangers directly on the street was called hitting the streets. What that entailed, you already know. So off we went to hit the streets too. I took Ziwu with me for him to practice, though in reality I had already given him a free hand when doing the work. The area he still had to improve on, though, was his verbal delivery when addressing potential customers. We hit the streets all over Haidian, at major junctions, near footbridges, near the entrances to universities. When we spotted some people we thought had potential, we whispered our offer: Friends, need a document? Those with true customer potential were often more afraid than we were, that was how we could often spot them at first glance. It was just like Brother Wen had once said, these days it isn’t the hookers who are afraid, but their clients. Hard but true words. And so off we went to hit the streets.

In front of potential customers Ziwu’s talent emerged. He spoke in good standard Mandarin, despite having attended nothing better than the TV University. All the basic language skills were there. One month had been enough for him to untwist his tongue and pronounce all the er’s and the ya’s like a real local. Ziwu also presented a good image. In his western-style suit he looked like a bridegroom on his wedding day even without a necktie. If only he added a touch of mousse to his hair and carried a briefcase in his hand he could easily pass as one of those IT guys working in Zhongguancun. That suited our PR needs very well. As Ziwu put it, what one needed was amiability, being amiable meant one had the ability to make it. That was all good. All that he needed then was a customer truly interested in getting a document done and his offer wouldn’t be declined. The price he pitched at the outset was perhaps a little on the high side, but you’d get the feeling from him that it was good value. All over Haidian you’d be very hard pressed to find another forger who could pass a stronger sense of reliability than he did. That was my cousin.

Clearly there was tension in the air, but we still managed to get a few assignments. Part of the money we made we set aside for Ziwu to buy some stuff he needed, like clothes and a mobile phone. Then I told Ziwu to mail back home the few hundred that was left, to make family back home feel at ease about him having quit his job, and feel reassured that he was doing just fine in Beijing. My aunt had lived all of her life in her small village, going into the nearby town only once a year, if that. So she couldn’t help but have an image of Beijing as a place where people fought to the death to survive. Competition in a big city ought to be fierce, people-eat-people, she thought. Sending money back to aunt was a form of letting her know that, even if people ate people, it was Ziwu who was eating other people, and not other people eating Ziwu.
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Then, later, after we had successfully concluded a few assignments, a problem arose, apparently out of nowhere. Ziwu and I had misjudged the situation. Since we had made through a tense period, we got too confident that we could win every battle, and when gradually the atmosphere became a little more relaxed, we were just too sure that good money would simply continue to pour in. We just couldn’t imagine that we were being watched. One afternoon we were standing below the footbridge to the east entrance of Renmin University. Ziwu had just begun talking to a potential customer when this young fellow wearing his jacket inside-out rushed like a maniac towards us and addressed our customer directly:

‘Brother, you need a document? I can do it cheaper!’

That amounted to snatching meat from somebody else’s mouth, a total violation of our professional code of ethics.

‘I can do cheaper than him,’ Ziwu retorted.

‘Let’s see,’ said the man in the inside-out jacket, turning an askance look at the sky.

‘No problem,’ Ziwu said.

But by then the customer had already turned around and left, waving his hands and repeating that he wasn’t interested any more. All of a sudden he had become very uncomfortable about getting involved in an illegal business. Ziwu was furious, his faced darkening.

‘You looking for trouble?’ he raged.

‘What trouble? I’m looking for business,’ said the man in the inside-out jacket. Then he swaggered away, whistling.


Ziwu wanted to go after him, but I held him back. We had to take it on the chin, under no circumstances should we cause trouble, I said. I had never seen that guy before, and it wasn’t clear to me yet what his motives were. I dragged Ziwu away from that place and we walked over to the south gate of Peking University, which was also a good place for doing business. There was one day when I got three assignments there, without having to go anywhere else, and all very good assignments, PhD diplomas, not a single master’s degree. One of the clients asked for a master’s degree diploma at first, but I said, okay, if I can make a PhD diploma, a master’s degree one shouldn’t be a problem. Then he asked for a PhD diploma instead. Since he was getting one done anyway, he might as well go whole hog. I said, of course, and they are all Peking University diplomas. Didn’t I have an even higher one? Luckily postdoctoral is not officially a degree, otherwise he would probably have asked for that. There by the south gate I looked for a clean stretch of kerb to sit down and smoke a cigarette. Ziwu pretended to be reading a newspaper, and whenever he saw anyone he thought could a potential customer he delivered his short question. An hour passed and all of them had shaken their heads in refusal, a few even drawing back in fear as though they had just encountered some demon of pestilence. But at around 4:30 Ziwu finally managed to strike up a conversation with two girls.

The girls were somewhat evasive at first. They wanted to talk, but felt embarrassed. Many customers were like that. But they didn’t need to be. We were neither officials nor public prosecutors. After some time, Ziwu beckoned me to come over. The girls wanted two travel permits to Hong Kong and Macao, and they also wanted stamps from the Hong Kong Immigration Department to the effect that they had already crossed the border. Ziwu didn’t know what price he should pitch to begin with. I took them all to a more secluded spot along the southern wall of Peking University.

‘It’s a thousand for each permit upfront,’ I told them. ‘Then a thousand more for each upon delivery.’

‘Two thousand each?’ the slightly chubbier girl protested. ‘Don’t give us those crazy prices! We’re both born and raised in Beijing, we know the going rates!’

I could bet anything that that accent was from somewhere in the Jiaodong Peninsula. Her tongue was stiff when speaking, and the words came out with effort. Her standard Mandarin was even worse than mine.

‘I know that I can’t fool locals like you,’ I said. ‘From other people I usually ask a thousand five hundred upfront.’

Then the somewhat thinner girl said:

‘A friend of mine got an accountant’s certificate for four hundred.’

‘You want one? I can make one for you for three hundred,’ I said, passing a cigarette to Ziwu. ‘But you want travel permits to Hong Kong and Macao. Those are almost as expensive as passports to go abroad.’

‘We’re not really going there.’

‘I know, you want evidence that you can go, but you can’t really go. Also, I need to make them as though you already been there, right?’

I gave Ziwu a little nudge.

‘Miss, this is already the lowest price we can make. Just a few days ago,’ Ziwu said, turning to look back at me. ‘I think it was last Tuesday, some bureau chief from Hebei took delivery from my own hands, a travel permit for Hong Kong and Macao. It was two thousand five hundred, no less.’

That did the trick. We agreed on delivery in ten days. The girls were about to pay us the front money when the guy in the inside-out jacket materialised, seemingly out of nowhere, like a ghost.

‘Misses,’ he grinned at the two girls. ‘You need some document? I can do it for no more than half what they’re charging you.’

‘What the fuck! You came back!’ Ziwu fumed and shoved him backwards.

‘Why can’t I be back?’ the guy in the inside-out jacket said. ‘You do your business, I do mine. I ain’t snatching anything from your pocket.’

‘It’s fucking worse than picking my pocket!’ Ziwu retorted.

The girls went into panic mode.

‘Don’t want it any more! Don’t want it any more!’ they said, trotting away from us.

The guy in the inside-out jacket then cackled like a goose.

‘Wanna punch me?’ he said. ‘You got an advantage in numbers here, right?’

‘What the hell do you want?’ I asked, pulling Ziwu behind me and now facing the guy directly.

‘Our boss said that if you want to do business in Haidian you have to pay us a thousand a month. If not, then buzz off!’

‘You’re dreaming! Is Haidian your property?’ Ziwu protested. ‘I think what you need is a good slap across the face!’

Ziwu charged against the guy suddenly, wanting the slap him, but I rushed to hold him back. Then I spotted, diagonally opposite us, five or six men walking out of a small housing estate. I recognised one of them. He was in the business and active around the Zhongguancun area. That bode really badly, I thought to myself. I pulled Ziwu by the arm and ran away with him. There was no doubt we were on other people’s radar. Ziwu didn’t see those guys walking out of the housing estate. He thought it was only the guy in the inside-out jacket, and if that was so he could easily whack him flat on the ground. I didn’t have the time to explain the situation to him, so I dragged him away and we ran all the way to the entrance to Beijing’s Silicon Valley, where there were a lot of people around. Those guys could catch up with us, but they wouldn’t start a fist fight there.

‘Brother, when did you become such a coward?’ Ziwu asked me.

‘There were five or six of them,’ I said.

‘What if there were ten? I’d still knock that guy flat! We lost money that was already in our hands! He ruined two of our deals!’

‘We can make up for that loss,’ I said. ‘They were coming for us.’

‘But, brother, why? Where will this take us? We can’t turn into dumb cowards!’

‘We’re not dumb cowards,’ I said and gave Ziwu another cigarette.

‘I also wonder why they only stared at us,’ Ziwu said angrily, blowing out a ring of smoke.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I patted him on the shoulder. ‘Today wasn’t the best of days. Let’s find a place to have a drink. Truth be said, perhaps what they did wasn’t bad for us in the end. Maybe we wouldn’t be able to make those two permits.’

I had never made travel permits for Hong Kong and Macao before. Had never even seen one of them. If I wanted to make those I’d have first to find a genuine one to use as a model, and those things were very hard to come by.

‘So why did you want to take their front money?’ Ziwu asked.

‘To have a go. If I couldn’t find a model then I’d just give them their money back.’

‘What if we didn’t give it back?’ Ziwu said, his curiosity suddenly piqued. ‘Can’t we make a pile doing that?’

‘Don’t have any stupid ideas,’ I said. ‘We can’t do wrong stuff like that, we have a reputation to maintain. Even thieves are said to stick to their own professional ethics. That’s right, even among thieves there’s such a thing as a code of honour. And we only take money that people agree to give to us.’

‘Brother, get off your high horse. We’re forgers,’ Ziwu said.

‘So we should stick to the rules of forgery.’

Ziwu sneered. Okay, stick to the rules. After dinner we went back to Xiyuan. Ziwu stayed in our room watching the TV we bought at the flea market for two hundred yuan, while I went over to Brother Wen’s room. The courtyard where we lived wasn’t large. If he left his door open I could see from my room about everything Brother Wen was doing in his. There was once one wet afternoon when it rained so persistently that it drove people out of their wits. That afternoon I woke up feeling desperately bored. I tilted my head to look outside and saw, squarely at his door, Brother Wen’s arse shaking uncontrollably. It shook for a long time, then he suddenly turned around and there it was, his private parts fully exposed to the outside. Then a strand of something fell into the rain. He stood there by the door enjoying himself with his eyes closed for a long time before he finally pulled his trousers up. That was interesting. There was really some emotional touch to the old bastard’s life. When I went to the toilet I made a point of passing by his door and asking him, seemingly out of the blue, whether rainy days made him feel like he needed a woman more than usual. Taken by surprise, he looked out of the door to see me standing there. It wasn’t raining much any more, and everything else looked in order. He just laughed, that son of a bitch. What’s the joke, my friend? I asked. Can’t help it, he said. Have to make do with what I have. Those who work with their own hands never go hungry or cold! You don’t think so? I laughed and said nothing. After that episode, Brother Wen and I became a little closer, and I got a lot of information from him. So that evening I went over to his room and asked him if there was word on the street of any incident. I told him about the guy in the inside-out jacket.

Brother Wen hesitated long enough to smoke half a cigarette, then he finally said:

‘Brother, I know your temperament well. It’s best for you to go work somewhere else. Fengtai, Xuanwu, Shijingshan, those places are all okay.’

‘What does that mean?’ I asked. As far as I was concerned, Haidian and Beijing were one and the same thing. It was very likely that I couldn’t even find my way around if I went somewhere else. I had moved home a few times in the past two years, but had always stayed around Haidian. I couldn’t leave, and also didn’t want to run away to another district.

‘Brother, can you explain this to me?’ I asked him.

‘If you hadn’t asked, I really wouldn’t have opened my mouth about it,’ Brother Wen said, raising his eyebrows and thus adding a few wrinkles to his forehead. He had once before mentioned the fact that his brows sagged to the sides, like a tent. He said that they weren’t always like that. Once upon a time they were straight, but as one gets older the skin begins to lose strength, and so his eyebrows sagged. Therefore, when he raised his eyebrows, I knew that it was a difficult topic for him to talk about.

‘Isn’t business a little slow these days? When things get a little tight it’s just like that,’ he said. ‘Two guys dragged a few other fellows over from Fengtai and they formed a gang of sorts, to collect protection money. That type of stuff has existed for centuries, as you should know.’

‘We’re all in the same trade,’ I said. ‘We shouldn’t be messing around with our own.’

‘Well, that’s your point of view,’ Brother Wen said. ‘But it’s the same things with every trade. When business isn’t doing very well, got to find another way to make money, right? Protection fee’s that much. Don’t want to pay it? That’s even better, everyone will leave Haidian and only their gang will be left. No more competition.’

‘Fuck, it’s the end of the world!’ I exclaimed, and then went around inside Brother Wen’s room twice. ‘And how about you?’

‘I agreed to their terms. Why do you think I said that I shouldn’t open my mouth about it?’ Brother Wen said, lowering his gaze to the crotch of his trousers.

I was sure that, before, he would’ve said screw that, if you’re fifty years old why be afraid of anyone other than the cops? If you want to make money you can’t run away from a fight. But now he lowered his fifty-year-old head to look down at his crotch. When he finally lifted his gaze, he added:

‘Why don’t you just agree, too? Moving away and not knowing when you’ll be able to make money again, keeping moving home for a third year in a row, that’s just too much.’


‘Aren’t they only a few guys? We can fight them off together. I don’t think they can do anything to us,’ I said.

Brother Wen rolled up his sleeve and showed me a large purple bruise on his arm. Then he raised his shirt. There was another bruise around his ribs.

‘That was just a few days ago,’ he said.

He had taken a beating and kept mum about it.

‘I can’t get tough with them,’ he said. ‘Wife and kid are counting on the money I send out to them.’

He was clearly ashamed and lowered his head again, waiting for me to say something. I just cleared my throat and then returned to my own room. Ziwu asked why my face was so grim. Had I seen a ghost? No, I said, I was just thinking about going to the Old Summer Palace tomorrow. It’s just a short walk away, and I still haven’t taken you to see it, I said. I really wanted to have a day off to process all that. It was a completely new situation to me.

‘Okay, okay, I’ve been wanting to go there for a long time,’ Ziwu said. Then he pointed at the TV. ‘Brother, keep an eye on this and see if that girl will go to bed with her classmate. I’m going to the toilet, dying to take a leak.’

The toilet was by the entrance to the alley. If you went there early in the morning to do your number two you’d have to queue up for a very long time.
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The next day Ziwu said that he didn’t want to go to the Old Summer Palace. Instead, he wanted to go buy a CD player. He had always had weird musical taste. He liked to listen to those weird ‘speaking songs’ that sound like someone’s talking in their sleep. As soon as he started humming one of those songs I felt at once that we belonged to two completely different generations, despite the fact that I was only five years older than him. And, sure enough, after buying the CD player he had to go buy some CDs. That was because he was young. I didn’t go with him buy the CDs. That was because I was old. There were times when I really did feel old, like at that moment, when I couldn’t decide on what to do. I didn’t want to be part of that protection money racket, that I was sure of. Even the idea was too damn ridiculous to me. But I also worried about the cost of moving somewhere else. I’d have to start over from scratch, right at the moment when Ziwu had just begun to taste what it is to make money. I wanted him to succeed, very much wanted that. I had promised my parents and my aunt that I’d see Ziwu to better and better days.

With Ziwu away, I spent the whole morning sitting in front of the TV. We had no cable. The landlord had said that, if we had cable, the rent would have to be even higher. So there were just a handful of channels to choose from. But I wasn’t really watching anything anyway. I just kept zapping through those few channels to while away the morning a little faster. Ziwu sent me a text message. He was out on the street, eating. I fixed myself a bowl of instant noodles. Before Ziwu had come to stay with me a bowl of instant noodles was more often than not my only meal of the day. It’s easy to make, so you can make it whenever you feel like it. But Ziwu didn’t like instant noodles, and so we just ate out a lot. After lunch I dozed off for a while, then decided to go out to take a look around. By the courtyard’s entrance I met Rusty pulling in a beat-up bicycle I had never seen before. I asked whether he had already finished working for the day. He said he hadn’t, he had come back home to get some hot tea. A short while later I was coming out of our shared toilet and saw him walking ahead of me with a large glass jug of tea in his hands. The bicycle had disappeared.

The entrance to Beijing’s Silicon Valley was eternally crowded. I searched all over for anyone wearing an inside-out jacket, but there wasn’t anyone in sight wearing a jacket that way. Thinking about it later, I realised that any gang must have many members, and certainly not all of them would wear a jacket inside out and put themselves forward the way that guy had done. Along the road going to Peking University’s south entrance, I only spotted one face I recognised as being that of a fellow forger. It seemed like the gang’s methods had been quite effective. I just stood on a kerb and addressed people passing by with that old question: Need a document? I stood there a whole afternoon and no one came to pick a fight with me. But no one took me up on my offer either. Apparently no one needed a forged document.

In the evening Ziwu came back to Xiyuan. He looked his usual self, except for some new earphones hanging in his ears. But all of a sudden he took his right earphone off and told me point-blank that he wanted to part ways and work on his own. I didn’t understand it when he first said it, so he explained it to me. It meant me doing my stuff, and him doing his stuff, separately. No, certainly not, I said. We don’t even have to consider it. After this period we’re going through is over, we can talk.

‘I’ve already scored one,’ he said, taking four hundred yuan from his pocket. ‘This is the front money. A driving licence.’


‘Ziwu, listen to your brother,’ I said. ‘Things have been a little messy lately. If you want some money I have some here. You can take it.’

‘Don’t need it.’

‘Then why can’t you wait a little longer?’

‘Then I say I need money, okay?’ he snapped back. ‘I say I want freedom to control the money I earn, okay?’

Small beads of sweat began to pop up on Ziwu’s nose. Since he was a child he had been like that, he’d sweat on his nose whenever he got angry.

‘After this period’s over, we can talk,’ I could only repeat.

Two people together against that gang of robbers was certainly safer than each one of us alone. Ziwu also didn’t understand anything about racketeers’ infighting, and that could only end terribly for him. The year when I first arrived in Beijing a brother was kicked to death by two other document forgers, for no reason other than having snatched business away from them. That brother was a very loyal and worthy man. Ziwu had just started in the trade, and he didn’t understand any of that.

‘So let’s do it like this,’ I said. ‘All the money we make later we’ll set aside for you, so that you can spend it as you wish.’

‘I don’t want it,’ Ziwu answered. ‘Who earns it, keeps it. I’ve made up my mind. If you don’t agree, I’m moving out tomorrow.’

Okay then. That was the way it was. I had to concede. Ziwu was like a little brother to me. Later, I went out to buy some cigarettes. I ended up staying out and walking around the streets for two hours. By the time I got back Ziwu was already asleep, with his CD player still running. When I took the earphones off his ears he turned around in his sleep and smacked his lips. As a child he was like that as well, always dreaming about eating. Back then he liked to play pranks behind my back, and then blame me for everything bad he had done. He would blame me for things like stealing persimmons or breaking the neighbour’s window. He also accused me once of simply losing five yuan, when in fact he had used the money to buy a toy gun. At first, I didn’t want to let him come to Beijing. Aunt also didn’t approve. Not a year went by without at least a few Beijing runners landing in prison, some for a few months, others for a few years. And aunt would only ever have peace of mind if she could stay by the side of her one and only son every single day. But Ziwu wanted to come, no matter what. My mother even said to me over the phone: If Ziwu loses just a single hair, you’d better not come back.

After getting up in the morning I once again asked him not to go work alone. But he gave me a little roll of his eyes and said:

‘Brother, we already talked about it last night.’

We went out. He took the 332 bus, and I took the 718. His bus arrived first, then I got on mine. But I rushed off the bus at the following stop and changed to the next 332. I had to keep a close eye on him. Ziwu got off at Huangzhuang, and I did the same. I kept following him from a distance all the way to the Shuang’an Market, then crossed to the other side of the road. I didn’t try to get any assignments, but rather kept watching him from the opposite pavement. I watched him talking and gesturing with potential customers. He was talented. But that wasn’t what worried me. I was worried about him being safe. Over the course of the morning he struck up long conversations with four people in total, and seemed to have closed a deal with at least one of them. At around noon I received a text message from him:

Aren’t you tired?

I replied:

What do you mean?

And he replied back:

You been following me the whole morning. Come on. Let’s have lunch together.

Crap, he had long noticed me. I crossed to the other side of the road. On my way there I caught a glimpse of the guy in the inside-out jacket coming from under the Sitong Overpass. It occurred to me then that the morning had been uneventful, no one had bothered Ziwu. That was very strange indeed.

‘Why were you following me?’ Ziwu asked. ‘I’m not a child, can’t you let me take care of business on my own?’

‘I was afraid something would happen to you.’

‘What could happen to me? It’s broad daylight. This is the capital. You didn’t use to be such an old woman before.’

Such an old woman, that was well put. Ziwu was taller than me, had studied more than I had, was both more intelligent and well-spoken than I was. Did he really need me to protect him like an old woman?

‘You can relax,’ Ziwu reassured me. ‘Go take care of your business. If I have any trouble I give you a call.’

‘Just saw that guy. How come he didn’t do anything?’ I asked.

‘They’re all busy making money. Who has the time to pay attention to us? You can’t have so much free time as to be volunteering for this kind of thing.’

That was true. Ziwu and I then formally agreed to let each other do their own work, but I did try to remain as close to him as possible. For the first few days things went smoothly. With less competition around, we got more business. Occasionally I did see the guy in the inside-out jacket and some of the other familiar faces of his gang passing by me. They gave no indication as to what they were up to, and I also didn’t look directly into their eyes. But, because I wouldn’t have Ziwu next to me to worry about, I made it clear to myself that I wouldn’t step back if they decided to mess with me. I couldn’t allow others to bully me all the time.

Because we were now working separately, we seldom had meals together. We talked mostly in the evenings and told each other about how productive or not our day had been. Ziwu was making more money than I was, and I was happy for him. So I called aunt to tell her that Ziwu was a very good comrade. Aunt urged me to take care of him, my boy has a wild heart, she said. I told her that being a little wild was a good thing, it meant having a pioneering spirit. How far could he possibly get in life if he was like me? Three days after that call I was having lunch at a small eatery facing the street near the Wanshou Temple when I saw a small group of guys passing by the entrance. At first I kept my head lowered to my food and continued to eat. But suddenly I had an inkling that one of those guys looked like Ziwu. I put my chopsticks down and rushed outside, but the group was already out of sight. I called Ziwu on his phone and asked him where he was. He said that he was at the print shop preparing a technician certificate. Was there any problem? I said no, no problem at all. Did he have lunch? He said no, he hadn’t. Okay. I hung up and went back to my lunch.

I was feeling more and more reassured about Ziwu, and stopped following him around. One afternoon I stayed in watching TV and didn’t go out at all. Then I took a long afternoon nap. A sandstorm had just hit the city and suddenly Beijing’s springtime sky looked so thick with dust that one might even think it’d never clear up. But after the sky did clear up the weather warmed up so much that one felt the urge to shed layers of clothing as soon as one stepped outside. I took both my jacket and jumper off and carried them on my arm, then I got on a bus heading north. I hopped out at the stop to the Agriculture University and managed to get an assignment very quickly, someone wanting a certificate of completion for a correspondence course from the Agriculture University. No problem. I took the front money and went off to buy a pack of cigarettes. I had just lit a cigarette when I saw, not far from the school gate, a small group of people having a quarrel. I moved closer and saw the guy in the inside-out jacket, Brother Wen, and a few other people surrounding two strangers. From their demeanour it was clear that they wanted a fight. The inside-out jacket guy had already attempted a punch at one of them. There was nothing left to guessing, it was clear that those two had refused to pay the protection fee. I decided it was best for me to get out of there. It was then that, much to my surprise, I saw Ziwu standing behind a tree as I walked back to the bus stop. He poked out his head, saw me too, and then walked out of his hiding spot.

‘Brother, you’re here too?’ Ziwu asked, taking his earphones from his pocket. ‘I just arrived.’

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked him, pointing back at the people kicking up a commotion behind me.

‘I don’t know, I just arrived,’ he said.

Not knowing was best. I made him leave with me to avoid any more trouble. But Ziwu was a little hesitant. He said that he had arranged with a customer to meet there. I told him to call the customer and arrange to meet some other time, I’d pay his fares for the extra trip. By the time Ziwu got in the bus with me punches had begun to fly for real. Those poor guys.

What I worried most about had finally happened, and when it did it chilled my blood. Ziwu had ganged up with the inside-out jacket guy to beat some other people up. And Brother Wen had also joined them for the gang fight. Then it was Saturday evening, and I was waiting for Ziwu to come back. We had agreed to go together to Dong Lai Shun to eat hot pot. He had said that Dong Lai Shun was very famous, and that it was a shame that I had been in Beijing for a few years already and hadn’t been there yet. My opinion was that famous restaurants also ought to be expensive. But Ziwu wanted to eat there, so we had to go. Yet night fell and he still hadn’t come back. I called his mobile. He wasn’t picking it up. Just when I started walking in circles inside the courtyard the courtyard’s gate opened and Brother Wen entered, cradling his left arm. I couldn’t see his face very well in the dark. He went straight to my room and asked me to close the door. Only inside under the light did I see that he had blood on him, and that he was wearing his jacket inside out.

‘Fuck, we screwed up,’ Brother Wen said. ‘Help me with my arm.’

He began to take off his khaki double-layered jacket and I saw that he had turned it inside out because on the outside, by the right side of his chest, there was a round and large blood stain, very red.

‘That bastard just kept punching. He hit one on the nose and then it just wouldn’t stop bleeding. I was holding his head while the others punched him all over,’ Brother Wen said. ‘Ouch! Easy! Easy!’ he complained. There was a large bruise on his arm. Someone had struck him with a brick, he said.

‘Ziwu,’ I suddenly panicked. ‘Was he also there, in the fight?’

‘Shit, I’m losing my memory. I almost forgot I came here to tell you this. He shouldn’t be in trouble. By the time I got there, they’d all fled. There was this guy from the other side on the ground, lying flat on his stomach. Don’t know if he was dead, I only saw his eyeball hanging by his nose. I couldn’t stay there.’

‘You mean Ziwu?’ I asked.

‘Uh? No! Someone slammed the eyeball out of one of those other bastards. I didn’t see it happen,’ Brother Wen said. ‘The whole thing was a mess, with a lot of people fighting, punches and kicks flying everywhere, nonstop. How could I see anything? It was to the west gate of Tsinghua, not really by the west gate, but on that road going to the Old Summer Palace. Yeah, right by that small bridge there.’

I left Brother Wen there and rushed out of the door. Outside the alley I took a taxi and soon I was by that small bridge near the west gate of Tsinghua. I stepped off the taxi there. That stretch of road never saw much traffic, and on that day there was even less traffic than usual. Were it not for that they wouldn’t have started a brawl there. On the side of the road going towards the Old Summer Palace there was a pool of blood on the ground. Street lighting was also deficient there, making the whole place dark. Seeing that pool of blood made my heart skip a beat, because I didn’t know whether some of it was Ziwu’s. I shouted his name in every direction and at the top of my voice. I felt empty from so much shouting, and still there was no answer. The occasional car went by and slowed down, the people inside certainly taking me for a lunatic.


Within ten minutes or so more than a dozen possible outcomes went through my head. I hoped that the best one among those had happened to Ziwu, that is, that he was unscathed somewhere, just as alive and well as when he went out in the morning. But the chances of that seemed pretty slim. He was at the age of peak hot-headedness, and so I had every reason to be in a hurry to find him. I called Brother Wen and he said that Ziwu hadn’t shown up yet. He also told me that he was packing his things and leaving at once for the train station. He wanted to stay out of town for some time. He was afraid they had killed that guy they hit with a brick. He asked me to look after his room while he was away. He was going to leave the money for the next quarter’s rent by my bed, and wanted me to pay it for him. If he got wind that things were better, he’d come back. Then he told me to take very good care of myself. Hearing him saying all that stressed me even more. I decided to walk back home, and every few steps along the way I’d stop to shout Ziwu’s name. When I was almost in Xiyuan my phone rang. The voice on the other side of the line said that it was from the police station and asked if I knew anyone going by the name of Chen Ziwu. Hearing that caused a string to snap inside me with a bang. I answered that he was my cousin. Where was he?

‘Here at the station.’

I hopped on a taxi and rushed to the police station. I found Ziwu behind bars, looking very weak from head to toe and with his long hair falling down, covering his frightened eyes.

‘Brother, I didn’t fight anyone,’ he said. ‘Really, I didn’t.’

His voice was as hoarse as mine. It was, at least, a relief of sorts. He seemed to be unhurt, arms, legs and face all in one piece.


The police told me that they’d found my cousin near the crime scene. He was propping himself against the outer wall of the Old Summer Palace. He had his head down and was vomiting. By his feet there was a pool of the half-digested food that had been in his stomach. Besides that he had also puked out some bile. It was green. By the time they got to the scene most everyone had already fled, and they found a person lying prone on the ground with severe injuries to his head and face, and the left eye out of its socket. That person was now at hospital being treated, they said. Someone had placed a call to inform the police.

‘My cousin told me he wasn’t involved in the fight,’ I said. ‘He was just passing by and happened to see it. Ever since he was small, he’s felt sick at the mere sight of blood. That’s why he stopped there to puke.’

‘We’ll continue to investigate,’ the police said. ‘Can’t release the suspect just yet.’

I asked to see Ziwu one more time, to set his mind at ease while he waited. They said it wasn’t a problem. I told Ziwu I’d clear things up with the cops, and reminded him that he was only passing by. He understood what I meant, and I just hoped that he would stick to the story. Ziwu just kept nodding in his anguish. He had never been in a situation like that before.

‘Brother,’ he said. ‘You have to get me out of here. I don’t want to stay even a minute here.’

I said okay, if he didn’t want to spend even a minute there then why was he getting mixed up with those people?

But then I was asking myself how I could get him out of there. On my way back to Xiyuan, I racked my brain for any friend or acquaintance who could help. There was no one I could think of. Most of my friends in Beijing were on the other side of the law, not with the police. As soon as I got home, Brother Wen sent me a message from the train station. He said that he was sorry, he had left in a hurry and forgot to leave the money for the rent. He asked me to pay it for him and promised he’d pay me back on his return. No problem. After I fired my reply to him, I sat down on my bed and stared blankly at nowhere in particular. Ziwu was still very green. He could learn a lesson or two from Brother Wen.

And then my phone rang. It was a customer saying that he would go on a business trip the next day and asking if we could delay delivery of his order until after his return. I said okay. It was actually one less thing to worry about. After hanging up I suddenly remembered a cop I had made two diplomas for, a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree. The master’s had been for himself, and the bachelor’s for his wife. He also wanted to get ahead in life, and for that he needed those diplomas. But that fellow was arrogant. He told me from the outset that he was a cop, and warned me not to get any ideas about trying to fleece him. I was a bit surprised at the time that a cop would come to me to have any dealings of that sort. Of course, I couldn’t know for sure whether he was really a cop or not, but to stay on the safe side I only charged him for the master’s diploma. That made him think that I was an honest and dependable guy who had treated him with the respect he deserved. So he told me that, should I have any problem, I could look for him. I scrolled through the contact list on my phone and didn’t see anyone called Juyan. I remembered that he had that particular two-character surname. So I moved the bed aside. Under a tile that stayed under one of the bed’s legs I kept a thin address book. That was where I usually wrote down the contact details of my more important customers. I kept it there in its hiding place under the bed so that perhaps the police wouldn’t seize it if they ever raided me. On the last page of the address book I found the number I was looking for. I was already sweating profusely by the time I began to dial it.

There was a lot of noise on the other side of the line, and also singing. This is Zhou Ziping, I said, I made two diplomas for you, a bachelor’s and a master’s. He hesitated for a few seconds, then he said:

‘Wait a moment. I’m going outside to talk.’

I heard steps, and all the noise retreated far into the background. He resumed speaking in the same calm manner as before:

‘I see you still remember my number, so whatever the matter is, just shoot.’

I decided to skip the formalities as well, and told him about the whole affair, stressing that Ziwu hadn’t been in the fight.

‘He was just passing by,’ I said.

‘Just passing by?’ he chuckled.

I could bet anything that when he laughed he placed his free hand on top of his bulging gut.

‘He didn’t hit anyone at all,’ I said in a tone of concession. ‘I only wish you could find a way. Doesn’t matter how much it is. The sooner the better.’

‘Shouldn’t be too expensive,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t it all about a gang fight? If you want him out I’m sure it’s because he didn’t hit anyone. But my department doesn’t handle this kind of stuff. I’ll ask a friend what he can do and get back to you.’

Three or four minutes later he called me back.

‘You can pick him up tomorrow. It’s five thousand,’ he said, then paused for just long enough to take a drag on a cigarette. ‘Now we’re quits. From now on you don’t know me, and I never went to you to have any diploma done.’

‘No problem,’ I said. ‘I forgot your number already.’
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As Ziwu walked out of gaol I patted him on the shoulder and said nothing. It had been for our sake that he had gotten mixed up with the inside-out jacket guy. I wanted to invite him to eat some red braised pork, but didn’t have the money. All the money I had before didn’t add up to the five thousand I needed, so on that same night I went to a friend and borrowed from him a thousand two hundred more. Now I was completely broke. Twenty yuan was all I had in my pocket, not enough even for a taxi ride. So we went to a hole-in-the-wall. I had two steamed dumplings, but Ziwu didn’t want to eat anything. He grimaced and turned his face aside, saying he wasn’t hungry. Just the sight of food made him nauseous.

The day before they had said they had to fight another gang, he said. The other gang were other forgers who had gotten together to boycott the protection racket. Ziwu didn’t feel afraid then. He did like Brother Wen and the inside-out jacket guy and took a brick with him to the fight. But when action began for real, he trembled. The fighting started with them raising their bricks up in the air, and about half a minute later they were all mixed up together in a free-for-all. Ziwu got scared and retreated to the back to take cover. He had never been in a close fight like that, and was afraid he might end up killing someone. He had also been the one who placed the call to the police.


‘How about your phone?’ I asked.

‘Threw it over the Old Summer Palace wall,’ he said, clearly ashamed of his own lack of guts. ‘I was feeling so sick at the time I couldn’t even move, my legs were giving out. When I saw them coming I just threw the phone over the wall. I didn’t want to get into more trouble. I think I still heard it ringing after I threw it, but it was hard to tell with all those bugs chirping.’

That was me calling. It meant he was at least conscious at the time.

‘Did you really feel sick because you saw blood?’ I asked him.

‘Blood? I got sick because I saw that guy’s bloody eyeball hanging on his nose! Brother, you’ve never in your life seen anything more sickening than that. It was just hanging there, dangling around.’

Ziwu tried to illustrate it with a gesture, but couldn’t get through it and retched very audibly. Luckily his stomach was empty, so a gurgling sound was all there was to it. He’d managed to upset my stomach as well. Ziwu told me he turned around and ran away, but didn’t get very far. He stumbled along till he ended up leaning against the base of the wall and vomiting so violently he got dizzy, his neck feeling like it was going to snap off with each spasm. With his hand pressed against his stomach, everything he had in there spilt to the ground. That wasn’t simply puking, that was turning yourself inside out.

Then we went back home and Ziwu went to sleep for a while. Later we took our TV and sold it at the flea market. One hundred yuan. Money we were badly in need of. Ziwu also wanted to sell his CD player, but I didn’t let him do it. Those playthings dropped in value very fast and we’d make back half of what we paid for it, at the most. We only needed money to get us through the coming couple of days. With the money from the sale of the TV in our hands we bought tickets to visit the park grounds of the Old Summer Palace. We thoroughly searched the area where Ziwu said he had thrown his phone, but it was already gone. Some son of a bitch had taken it. Ziwu said he was already getting me too much involved with his troubles, so we left. He then wanted to hit the streets to find business, but I told him to keep a low profile for a while. Although he had been released, there were no guarantees that there wouldn’t be more trouble in the days to come. Brother Wen, that old wily fox, had done as much as to go away to lie low in the backwater where he was from. So I told Ziwu that it was best for him to be a good boy and stay in the room. I took him back to Xiyuan and then got on a bus alone to Beitaipingzhuang, to look for business.

I went to many different places in the next couple of days, and nowhere did I see anyone from the protection racket. At long frigging last there was some peace and quiet. On the other hand, however, I also didn’t get a single proper assignment. I did take the front money from a young fellow who wanted me to make him a ‘Great Master of Literature’ certificate, a thousand yuan. That young man told me that he had no doubt whatsoever that he was already a modern great master of literature. The problem was that other people still refused to recognise his glorious achievements and crown him as he deserved. Because of that, and because he had a profound understanding of his own literary value, he wanted to put the crown on his own head himself. He told me he had already written ten full-length novels, four somewhat lesser than Dream of the Red Chamber and six surpassing it. With such great literary achievements under his belt, how could he still not be a Great Master of Literature? Of course he was, I said, one hundred per cent. Even aliens just arrived from outer space couldn’t deny it. If you think so then make me the certificate, he said, tell me your price. Two thousand, a thousand upfront, I said. I gritted my teeth a long while before blurting out that price. No problem, he said, what’s two thousand yuan? Once any one of my books is out I’ll easily make millions. He pulled the money out on the spot, counted ten of those notes bearing the old man’s face and handed them to me. That nutcase standing in front of me should’ve known why I looked so eager. But he didn’t know. He said that as soon as his book came out he’d send me a signed copy.

Now we had some money.

That fellow was very intense, no doubt about it. Something in his eyes was definitely not right. Truth be told, I was in no position to assess the relative literary value of Dream of the Red Chamber. I had never read all of it. I wasn’t a very good student at school, I’m ashamed to say, and spent most of my time reading martial arts novels. But at least I knew that it wasn’t anyone who could write anything like it, let alone six novels that surpassed it. That was ridiculous, particularly coming from a guy who was twenty-three at most. That certificate he wanted I could easily design myself, but I wasn’t going do it. I couldn’t bring myself to bamboozle that money from him. I told myself I had just borrowed it in a moment of extreme need. My little brother, thank you, in just a few days, when my financial situation is a little less dire, I’ll return this money to you, I thought. I’m going to tell you, little brother, that I couldn’t find a model for that ‘Great Master of Literature’ certificate you wanted, so here’s your money back. And what’s more, little brother, how well did a writer like Cao Xueqin really do for himself? He was always borrowing money everywhere to survive.

But thanks to that thousand yuan, Ziwu and I made it through the toughest few days. On my way back home, I even bought a few things to bring Ziwu’s appetite back. I got him some salty dried plums, some pickled plums, some bayberries, a hawthorn cake, some hawthorn flakes, also hawthorn rolls, sticks of spicy bean curd, spicy chicken gizzards, spicy chicken feet, and some Jiu Jiu duck necks. I carried it all in a large bag back to Xiyuan. Ziwu began to salivate as soon as he saw all the sour-tasting food. But when he put some in his mouth he immediately retched and grunted. So I told him to eat the spicy stuff. In fact, Ziwu had never been a big fan of spicy food, but that day he ate it, and quite a lot of it. He ate it with so much gusto that made me regret not having bought some for myself. Everything spicy I had brought, Ziwu finished off. Then he commented, not without a touch of sarcasm:

‘Brother, spicy’s the best!’

That problem was easy to solve. Every day I went back home with a bag full of spicy food for him and a portion of duck necks for myself. That was something I particularly liked eating. Business also got back on track very fast, and enough money poured in to keep us both afloat, and also to return the front money the Great Master of Literature had paid me. He looked very disappointed when I brought him his money back, even a little hurt. He asked me what I needed a model for. Wasn’t it enough for me to adorn it and make it look important?

‘I can’t,’ I said modestly. ‘I don’t have the imagination for that.’

‘It’s okay. I’ll design it myself then,’ the Great Master said. ‘I have more imagination than I can use anyway.’

‘I still say we forget about it,’ I said. ‘I’m afraid I won’t do it very well.’

‘No problem,’ he insisted. ‘Doesn’t matter whether you do it well or not. Do it any way you like. It only needs to have the words “Great Master of Literature” printed on it in a large font.’

I couldn’t carry on with the farce any longer, so I just stuffed the money into his pocket and walked away. Little brother, I really hope you can find a way to get your head fixed before ending up in a mental hospital. As I walked away from him I thanked him from the bottom of my heart. Life was getting better for us. I even bought another used TV set, three inches larger than the one we had before. I also bought a new mobile phone for Ziwu, and both his stomach and his appetite went back to normal. The only change was that now he liked spicy food a lot. That wasn’t much of a problem, since both mala pepper and chillis were quite cheap. We heard nothing more about the gang fight, and those guys who had ganged up for that protection racket also dispersed and vanished, so Ziwu began to go out to work again. Thank you very much my little friend, though Great Master is still not a title you can confer on yourself.

7

Making documents, eating, sleeping, trying not to get noticed by the police. Life was back to normal.


In our spare time I watched TV and Ziwu listened to his CDs. Or else we chatted and allowed our minds to wander until we ended up staring blankly at the walls. Very often I had the feeling that I had already been living that life for many years, and had many years of it ahead still. Just someone living in this vast city year after year. A person in this city was like an ant, no more than a grain of sand blown in with the last sandstorm. When I felt too emotional, like that, I was particularly grateful to Ziwu and for the fact that he was there next to me. But I was also, at the same time, angry that he was there, because he was just an ant next to another ant, a grain of sand next to another grain of sand in the middle of a sandstorm. Just as had happened to myself, the city had swallowed up my cousin when he was still young.

At other times I watched Ziwu listening to his CDs and felt like he was a stranger. He seemed to be suffering the after-effects of that gang fight. He got thinner, his hair got longer, and he looked much weaker overall. He now got very twitchy every time he saw police around. It was possible that he wasn’t cut out for that line of business.

When days where starting to get hot again, Brother Wen got word that things had cleared up in Beijing, and returned from his hometown in Hubei. It was that time of the year when watermelons begin to appear in large quantities at the markets. His stay at home fattened him up. His wife treated him very well and wouldn’t let him do any work besides the one done in bed. Now he was fat and round, and so he wanted to eat watermelon, which wasn’t his habit before. In the evenings he’d now come over to our room carrying a watermelon to share with us. Then there was one evening when we were nibbling away at our slices of watermelon and suddenly heard someone screaming outside:

‘Don’t move! Put your hands up!’

Our three slices of watermelon all dropped to the floor. That type of reaction came with our occupation. We looked at each other in surprise but then everything happened quickly. Brother Wen said that they were looking for him and that it had nothing to do with us, and so he got up to go out. I pleaded with him not to go just yet, but even before I had finished speaking it was Ziwu who darted out of bed and rushed outside without even stopping to put his shoes on. He crossed the dark courtyard and made a dash for the gate. Then I heard him screaming. I went out in a rush, and also barefoot. Torch beams flashed down on me from above. Ten or so cops were standing on the roof. Two others had grabbed Ziwu by the arms outside the courtyard’s gate and were now dragging him to the area under the torch beams. Ziwu went on, screaming:

‘Brother! Brother!’

‘Ziwu!’ I screamed too.

‘Ziwu had nothing to do with it. It was me who hit with the brick,’ Brother Wen said to me. Then he addressed the cops. ‘Nothing to do with him. Let him go!’

All torch beams gathered on Brother Wen. They were followed by a booming martial voice who asked:

‘Are you Rusty?’

‘I’m not,’ Brother Wen replied.

A few more cops rushed in from outside the courtyard to hold both Brother Wen and me. They wanted to know which one of us was Rusty. Brother Wen and I exchanged glances under the torches’ light. It turned out it was Rusty who was in trouble. We both felt relieved. Rusty’s room was now dark, but it seemed to be lit the night before, I couldn’t remember very well. Who can remember things that happen right under one’s nose? The torches were switched off.

That night we were all taken to the police station. Rusty had broken bad for real. Robbery. He had robbed a policeman, no less. We expressed our surprise at the station. He looked like such an honest and nice guy! Couldn’t have thought it! Really eye-opening! Rusty first got involved with that Officer Wang when on-duty Officer Wang landed a kick on Rusty’s bicycle repair stall. Rusty grumbled something as a result, and Officer Wang thought that he was cursing him. Rusty insisted that he had not cursed anyone. They couldn’t settle the matter, and so there was now bad blood between Rusty and Officer Wang. Rusty knew that Officer Wang worked at the local police station. He was often seen getting into and off work on an almost brand-new ladies’ bike. Rusty stole that bike and made some changes to it, turning it into a men’s bicycle. What exactly he did to it I don’t know, but it is very likely that I saw it both before and after its transformation. Rusty often came in and out with different bikes, and I simply couldn’t tell them apart. Anyhow, he began to use the modified bike himself, placing it next to his repair stall every day, and Officer Wang recognised it. He had been looking for his bicycle everywhere, and it turned out to be right under his nose. That was more humiliation than he could bear. Officer Wang had spotted a little sticker with the name of a brand of cotton socks and the socks’ size on his bicycle’s frame. It had been his daughter who had stuck it there when she opened the package of a new pair of socks. It hadn’t fallen off in over a year, and when Rusty modified the bicycle he didn’t pay attention to that small detail that gave him away in the end. That was solid evidence, moreover it was obvious at a first glance that the bicycle had just been put together again. But Rusty wouldn’t admit to it. Tired of haggling, Officer Wang just took the bike, now a men’s bike, and carried it away.

That could’ve been the end of it all, but Rusty had other ideas. Two days later he stole Officer Wang’s bike once again. In the past he would’ve sold the bicycle as soon as he got his hands on it, but now he didn’t want to. Since he was already wasting his time with Officer Wang, he decided to take the fight to the end. He changed the bicycle’s appearance once again, and it went back to being a ladies’ bike, but with no details that would give away its former identity. He then placed the bicycle on a spot next to his repair stall where Officer Wang would certainly see it. He would walk by and know at once that many parts in it had been taken from his bike. That, of course, would make it his bike, but he would find no reason to take it. Rusty forgot, however, that being in a police uniform was all the reason he needed. Officer Wang later came with one of his colleagues, and while one of them forcibly held Rusty back, the other took the bike away. Against such an overt use of force there was nothing Rusty could do. But he was determined to find a way to get back at Officer Wang some other time.

And thus, despite the smiles we saw on his face all day long, Rusty was in fact simmering with anger inside and trying to come up with a revenge plan. It hadn’t dawned on him yet that the more he sought revenge, the worse the situation would get for him. Rusty simply couldn’t let it go, he needed to get his hands on that bicycle, which was by now heavily modified already. But Officer Wang no longer left it unattended. He now parked it by the door of one of his colleagues who worked on the ground floor. So stealing it on the sly was out of the question, wresting it straight from officer Wang’s hands was the only option. And that was what Rusty did. He was so obstinate that he actually did it. The night before he took a spanner in his hand and ambushed officer Wang on his way back home from work. As luck would have it, the place where Officer Wang lived was rather secluded, and so there was no one around when Rusty jumped in front of him with his spanner. Rusty had wanted only to snatch away the bicycle, the spanner was only for intimidation and to overcome his fear. But right as Rusty tried to wrest the bike away and Officer Wang resisted, there was the sound of people approaching from a distance. Rusty panicked, struck Officer Wang on the head with the spanner and fled on the bike.

Later that evening Officer Wang woke up in hospital and, though it took him much effort, remembered Rusty and his spanner. The police mounted a search of the area and, already late at night, climbed on the quadrangle’s rooftops and had it completely surrounded. None of us three had anything to say at the police station. We didn’t know anything about Rusty or even about his family circumstances. So there was no point in threatening us or promising us anything. We were simply let go. Before we left, they exhorted us to report to them at once anything we learned about Rusty’s whereabouts. We kept nodding along. It was dawning as we stepped out of the station, and in that early morning twilight Ziwu’s face looked grey.

Brother Wen was as happy as a man who had just escaped death. Back when his slice of watermelon hit the floor he believed that he’d spend the rest of his life behind bars. To celebrate freedom he insisted on inviting us to eat some youtiao sticks and drink soya milk. I didn’t answer straightaway, but asked Ziwu what he wanted to do. Ziwu only looked at me. I said okay, let’s go. After eating we went back home to sleep. I slept like a rock and, when I woke up, it was already afternoon. Ziwu was already up, sitting on a chair next to my bed and smoking a cigarette. When he saw that I had woken up, he put the cigarette out and called me:

‘Brother.’

I turned around to look at him.

‘Brother,’ Ziwu repeated. ‘Do you think I’m too much of a coward, always thinking about myself? I mean, am I too selfish?’

I sat up slowly in bed. His asking finally made me understand why I’d been feeling so oppressed in my heart for so long. Ziwu was right. Ever since he walked out of the police station that first time he had been like that, too much of a coward, and selfish too. I certainly didn’t approve of him taking unnecessary risks, but I did wish that he was a little braver, not so cowardly as to raise his hands in despair and flee at the first sign of trouble. I wished also that he could be more loyal. I kept looking at him, for a long time. My cousin. Perhaps he wasn’t yet truly grown up. I stretched two fingers out to him and he gave me a cigarette.

‘Give yourself some time,’ I said.

After finishing the cigarette I lay down to sleep again. When I woke up the second time it was already dark outside and the fluorescent lamp was on. Ziwu came in through the door. He said, brother, you’re awake? Get up and eat something. I sensed the smell of spicy pot, the speciality of the small restaurant by the alley entrance. The main thing in it was the mala pepper that made it ‘numb-spicy’. Other ingredients were then added at will, like potatoes, slices of lotus root, seaweed, duck blood, ox stomach, bean curd skin and whatnot, all cooked together in a pot. We both liked to eat it. If we didn’t feel like going out we’d just ring them up and order takeaway. There was also duck neck, Ziwu said. I got out of bed and saw Ziwu’s head under the flickering lamp. He had just shaven his head bald.

Shaved-head Ziwu looked braver, and full of vitality. I was happy to have woken up to see Ziwu like that. There could be a new beginning for anything, I thought. That was very nice.
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Towards the end of July I took a trip back home. My mother had asked someone to introduce a girl to me and she wanted me to meet her. The girl was quite nice overall. She held a temporary job as an assistant at a small supermarket, and was the same age as Ziwu. But the date went nowhere. That was the fourth time in a row that it went nowhere. The first three girls had their reasons too. The first thought that my looks were just average. There was nothing I could do about that, since I’d been born that way. The second one complained that I spoke too little. What did we talk about on our first date, you may ask? She actually could talk about a lot of different subjects, astronomy, geography, the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians, all the way down to cosmetics. But, from what I gathered, the only thing she could speak about with some knowledge was cosmetics. All the rest was total hogwash. And I didn’t know much about cosmetics. The third one asked me whether I’d be able to buy a three-bedroom house within a year. Fuck, how could I ever afford that? Was I Li Ka-shing or Ren Zhiqiang?


The reason my date with the supermarket girl also came to nothing was because I admitted that I hadn’t managed to save up any money in those past few years. The way she saw it, going on a ‘Beijing run’ meant one could earn rivers of money. She was very frank about her opinion, and I was also very frank. I definitely hadn’t saved any money. I also had no idea where all the damn money had gone. I returned to Beijing in disappointment. To speak the truth, I had long wanted to find a wife. My life would probably be very different if I had a family. But for that I had to focus on earning and saving money, and also on how to fit a family in my life now and in the future, like Brother Wen had done. He knew how to earn and how to spend, and never spent on anything he shouldn’t.

It was already about dinner time when I got back to the room after getting off the train. Ziwu wasn’t home yet. I hadn’t told him that I was coming back that day. I dropped off my luggage and went to take a cold shower. But I still felt restless after that, so I decided to go out for a walk. If you’re rejected again and again you can’t help but feel restless. I lumbered ahead with my hands in my pockets, and when I got to the street at the end of the alley I didn’t know where to go. I had been back in my hometown for a week and a half, and Xiyuan hadn’t changed the least during that time. There was a long line of cars parked in front of the entrance to the Grand Hotel. Rich people were having dinner inside, and in the karaoke booths young people were singing away. I suddenly felt a sort of emptiness inside, a lack of purpose. I had to find something to do. So I got on the 332 bus, hopping off at the final stop at Xizhimen and wandering around with no clear destination in mind, going wherever my feet took me. I turned around, went straight, crossed the road, went straight again, turned the corner, and crossed the street again. I was now standing in front of a small nightclub. When I saw the club’s flickering neon light I laughed to myself and my right foot kicked my left foot lightly. Damn, that club was there to drag me to perdition. I felt so empty inside precisely because I had been thinking about that place all along. A year earlier I had been there a couple of times with a friend. He had to drag me there. He said that, for a bachelor like myself, not going there was the same as dying slowly. He was later arrested with three forged documents on him. But he had said then that this place was safe, and I was also very pleased with it. I went in. The manager on duty that night was a woman, attractive but already past her prime. To my surprise she remembered me. She held my hand and said:

‘Long time no see. Busy working elsewhere?’

‘Been a little busy. Just returned,’ I smiled.

‘So what do you say? Want to rest a bit?’

I just went on smiling and said that I was indeed a little tired. The manager said she’d get a bed for me to lie down and made a gesture to an employee standing next to her. I followed that employee to another floor. The employee pushed a door open. Ten or so girls in low-cut minidresses were lined up, drinking and smiling. I indicated the girl in the lowest-cut minidress and said:

‘That one’

‘Don’t want to choose a little longer?’ the employee asked me.

But I simply repeated:

‘That one.’

I turned around and continued to walk. Feeling with my hand the money in my pocket I sat down on the couch and lit a cigarette. That was the kind of place where hard-earned wages were frittered away, I was well aware of that. The girl popped her head around the door and asked kittenishly:

‘Did you ask for me?’

I beckoned her to come in, and as soon as she sat down on the couch I put my cigarette out and told her:

‘Strip.’

I was moving a little too fast, and that threw her off balance. I was also off balance. But I was determined. I felt that I looked even more average at that moment, and also disgusting. But if I had to be disgusting, so be it, I thought. The satisfaction I got from it was like that of throwing myself off a window and then drifting in the air, slowly falling. Can’t you go a little faster? I told her. I couldn’t help it. If you hold it back for months on end you want it fast. I hadn’t walked through that place’s door even once since that friend of mine was arrested. And after Ziwu came to Beijing I also didn’t want to go, because I didn’t want to lead him astray.

I went at it twice, and after I was finished I relit the cigarette I had put out. After finishing the cigarette I felt like going to the toilet. The basic room I was in didn’t have its own toilet, so I had to go outside to use a common bathroom. As I got out of bed I told the girl to wait there, there’s more. She looked like she wanted to cry when she heard that.

I was about to leave the bathroom after peeing when I saw one of those young and pretty girls entering the hand-washing area. She spat in the sink a few times then began to wash her hands. A guy standing outside told her to hurry up. That voice struck me as familiar, and somewhere inside me a thumping resonated. I popped half of my head out of the door to look and saw a bald head. Ziwu? I rushed back into the bathroom. The girl went into the ladies’ lavatory area after washing her hands. I waited for her to come out of it and then leave. As she walked out the man outside put an arm around her shoulders. That bald head, there was no mistaking it now. I followed them and saw Ziwu’s hand come down from her shoulder to rest softly on her butt. They then entered a room not far from mine and closed the door.

All of a sudden I found myself in a terrible frame of mind. I took my trousers off as soon as I entered my room, and the girl there said:

‘Can you be a little more gentle this time?’

She seemed to be not much older than twenty. When I looked directly at her she recoiled into the duvet. The duvet slid up, revealing a g-string she had just put on. I plonked down on the couch. After a while I got up, turned around, and began to put my trousers back on. Before leaving I placed a hundred yuan note on top of that g-string.

I was out on the streets walking around for a long time. When I got back to Xiyuan it was already almost midnight. Ziwu hadn’t come back yet. I called his mobile. He took a long time but did pick up. Where are you? Brother, are you back? Come over here, this place isn’t bad.

‘Where. Are. You?’ I repeated, stressing each word.

‘What’s up, brother? I’m at a hotel, the same hotel that kept my luggage before,’ he said.

Forty minutes later I arrived in a taxi. Ziwu was sitting on the bed watching TV. When I opened the door and came in he stood up and said:

‘Brother, look how big this bed is!’

It was very big indeed. If we put our two beds together and then some more it still wouldn’t be as big as that one. It was also pleasantly cool inside the room, the air conditioner was working well. I took a step further in and Ziwu took a few steps back to the bed and sat down again.

‘Brother?’ Ziwu said. It hadn’t yet occurred to him what that was all about.

‘What’re you doing here?’ I asked him, pulling a very stern face.

‘I just wanted to enjoy it a little,’ Ziwu answered with righteous conviction. ‘When I first came here I had to stay in the basement, and still had my luggage confiscated by that damn owner. But I promised him that, once I had money, I’d come back to stay in the best room he had here, just to show it to him. Isn’t it just two run-down rooms put together? What’s so wonderful about it?’ he said, tossing the TV remote on the parquet.

‘That’s all you did these past few days?’ I said, picking up the remote and flipping it around in my hand.

‘Also got three assignments, but didn’t make that much money,’ he said, then poured me some tea and handed me a cigarette. ‘The real reason I’m here’s to hide from the housing inspectors. Three days after you left an inspector came by, wanting to see my temporary residence permit, know where I’m from, that kind of thing. I lied and said I’d come to Beijing to look for you and that you were out. Brother Wen said I’d better go hide somewhere for a few days because they’ll come back again for sure. So I thought of this place.’

‘Nothing else?’ I asked

‘Nothing. What else?’ he retorted.

I tossed the remote control at him and it hit him on his bald head.

‘You’re still playing with me!’ I roared.


‘You crazy?!’ Ziwu screamed, jumping out of the bed to stand barefoot before me, a little bit of blood seeping out from under the fingers he used to press the spot on his head the remote had struck. ‘Why the hell did you throw it at me!’

‘You went whoring! Say it! Didn’t you?’ I said.

I thought he was going to deny it, I hoped he would staunchly deny it. My little brother. I didn’t expect him to shout back and say:

‘What if I fucking did it? Why can’t I do it? I went whoring! And tomorrow I’ll go again!’

Ziwu gradually toned down his voice, letting words drag for longer. By the time he squatted down on the floor he was almost crying.

‘She called me and said that that other guy didn’t want her any more,’ he said. ‘She told me that if I agreed to break that bastard’s legs she’d marry me. What am I? Am I here to pick up somebody else’s rubbish? Only if someone else doesn’t want her can I have her in my arms? And I still have to avenge her for the privilege! What am I? Why can’t I happily go look for someone else!’

‘Are you talking about that classmate of yours?’ I asked.

Ziwu didn’t reply. There, squatting on the parquet, he began to weep. It was about her, it seemed. Then someone in the room next door pounded on the wall and a voice, muffled by the wall, came through to our side. Know what time it is?! Let people sleep! Ziwu sprung up and kicked the wall, then kicked some more, and more, then he screamed:

‘Sleep your fucking arse!’

The other side went abruptly quiet. Ziwu wanted to kick the wall again, but I stopped him.

‘Okay, we won’t talk about it any more,’ I said.


I felt I shouldn’t have lost my temper with him like that. I handed him a cigarette.

‘I’m no good person either. I also went there,’ I said.

Ziwu smiled, his face soaked in tears.

‘Brother, do you go to that kind of place often?’

‘No, three times in total,’ I said.

We were two men talking and didn’t have to hide anything from each other.

‘I went twice, the night before last and tonight,’ Ziwu said. ‘And you just ran into me there. That girl looked a little like her. I first saw her on the street and followed her. She went right into that place. At first I just wanted to take a look at her.’

‘Don’t go there any more,’ I said. ‘What’s the matter with that classmate of yours?’

‘I don’t know, either,’ he said. ‘She called out of nowhere and asked whether I liked her. Did she have to ask that? If I didn’t like her why would I have spent that much time with her? She said good, if that was so then I should go teach that other guy a lesson for her. Breaking a leg was good, two legs even better. After I’d done that she’d marry me, no need for betrothal gifts or anything. If I didn’t agree then forget it, she said. I had more or less forgot about her already, and then she appeared in my life again.’

‘How did she know your number?’ I asked.

‘She called my family, saying she was a classmate who wanted to get in touch with me again.’

‘She’s crazy. What are you going to do?’

‘I won’t do what she asked me to, that’s for sure,’ Ziwu said. ‘I like her, but not so much as to go breaking somebody else’s legs.’

Yes, that was best, I thought. And don’t go to that place any more, I told him. Also, best if you don’t get involved with that woman any more either. Tomorrow, I’ll get you a temporary residence permit, a fake one won’t do, has to be a real one. You need one since you’re not from Beijing. No asking why. You earn some good money here for two years, then go back home and find a good girl who suits you. You’re still young. Then the two of us just lay down on that enormous bed and went on talking with long pauses in between. There wasn’t much more I could preach to him. What I can talk about is what I lived through, and you can also talk about your experience, I said, certainly much better than I can. I began to feel drowsy, and eventually I fell asleep.

Ziwu’s temporary residence permit took a long time to get. We needed copies of the landlord’s title deed and ID card, and also had to queue up for a long time and explain to the authorities in what felt like endless interrogations all about Ziwu’s background and reasons for being in Beijing. Getting the title deed and ID card copies from the landlord required us to do a lot of talking and pleading. And the landlord didn’t want to provide them for fear that we’d use them to commit fraud. Ziwu was annoyed with the whole thing, and said that even dead trees had begun to sprout back to life in the time it was taking us. He also almost got into a heated argument with a government employee. When he finally got his permit, Ziwu threw it on the floor and stepped on it a dozen times in a fit of rage before picking it up and putting it in his pocket.
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Ziwu was now changed. There was now a very worldly sneakiness to him, and I couldn’t make up my mind as to whether it was a good thing or not. I also didn’t know if it was his natural coarseness at work or if that bald head of his was shining light on and sending his shyness away. Or even if visiting a brothel had just made him bolder. According to that friend of mine who took me to that place of perdition, one’s entire worldview is changed after going with one of those girls even once. That was true for me to some extent, definitely as far as I was concerned. The first time I entered that nightclub and picked one of those girls, I gnashed my teeth the whole time, clearly trying to leave my former self behind. There’s some line within yourself that you need to cross in order to do it. It loosened up a knot inside the old Zhou Ziping. It was like breaking a barrier.

Ziwu still went to see that girl at the nightclub every now and then. It was no longer a big deal for him. At the beginning he would tell me, brother, I want to go there to see her, let me go. I agreed, I also saw it as an act of friendship. Later he would just say, brother, I want to go, I feel sad. There was on his face a look that was already fully a man’s look. And even though he said it that way, he was already firmly decided to go and you couldn’t stop him. He could simply go without telling me, but he did tell me. All that girl meant to him now was a woman’s body. I also couldn’t make up my mind as to whether that was a good thing or not. A man who doesn’t feel the need for a woman’s body is certainly not very normal. But he was my younger cousin, and so, the way I saw it, his becoming a brothel patron was a much more serious matter than my own fooling around. I knew it was unreasonable to see things that way, but I couldn’t help it. He was my younger cousin. I saw myself in the role of an older brother to him, and had to be that responsible older brother for him.

The air of pure and fresh peacefulness he cultivated over the years while at school was gone from Ziwu’s face. His skin became thicker and a little coarser, and indeed his pores seemed to have grown larger overnight. There were now shadows and marked contours on his face even when he was at rest. Brother Wen said that now Ziwu and I looked very similar, which wasn’t the case before. He said that it was because of the shadows and contours of our faces. In fact, the shadows on Ziwu’s face were bigger than those on mine, and his contours also harder and colder. He turned out much better-looking than me. He had been handsome in the past, but now, to use a fashionable word, he was cool, and even began to enjoy dressing like Gao Cangjian. Whatever the occasion was, he liked to turn up the collar of his polo shirt, and when he was out or on a bus, he simply needed to have sunglasses on. The impression I had was that he was making a huge effort to let out some energy that kept thumping inside him, and which was always expanding. That ex-girlfriend of his would still call him sometimes, but his expression as he answered the phone was more and more indifferent each time she called, even with a touch of annoyance. The phrase I often heard him repeating to her was: it’s is all in the past now. Or else he’d say: let the past be the past. Then he would find an excuse, like that he was going to eat, or go out, or take a shower, and then end the call. One day while we were eating I asked him whether things hadn’t been cleared up with her yet.

‘If she has the money just let her call,’ Ziwu said.

‘Does she still want you to break that guy’s legs?’ I asked.

‘Hasn’t mentioned it in a long time. Now she says she just wants me to come back, or to let her come here. Anyhow, it’s all the same.’

‘That doesn’t sound very good, getting back together with her,’ I said.

‘I’m not interested,’ Ziwu replied, nonchalantly as though he was discussing somebody else’s affairs. ‘A good horse doesn’t go back to the same pasture to graze there again, and a three-legged frog is hard to come by, but a two-legged woman can be found just about anywhere,’ he philosophised.

‘Any other reason you’re doing that?’

‘No, no reason. I want to find a girl from Beijing,’ he said.

I laughed. It was a good idea in principle, but temporary residents like us didn’t just get whatever we wanted. How would he get a local Beijing girl just like that? Everyone said that Beijing girls would rather be beaten to death than leave the city to marry someone from another place. They’d much prefer to stay home with their families, in the shadow of the Imperial City walls.

‘What’s so funny?’ Ziwu rolled his eyes to me. ‘To hell with all those residence permits, out-of-town households, drifters and “blind-migrants”!’

After a pause he continued:

‘Brother, I think I get it. What Brother Wen said was right. I have to be bold, bold, and then bold some more, make money, money, and then some more money. Once I have enough money, I’ll get myself a wife from Beijing and settle down here for good. I’ll get into a different line of business too, start my own company and become a boss. I’ll have ten fucking hotels. Those hard-up guys who come to Beijing for the first time will stay for fucking free, eat what they want, eat as much as they want, stay as long as they want.’

Ziwu’s tone was calm. There wasn’t the least sign of agitation in his voice. He was young, after all, so for him nothing was unimaginable. It was clear we belonged to different generations. I would’ve dared to say that, once he was a little older, like Brother Wen, he wouldn’t let such grandiose dreams fly even in his deepest sleep. But I just replied:

‘Okay.’

Slowly but surely Ziwu returned to his old habits and became his old careless self again. He bought some dumb-bells and a chest expander from a sporting goods store. Then he’d huff and puff every morning and evening as he exercised shirtless with those. Finally, soaked in sweat, he’d go out to take a cold shower. One needs a good and healthy body to earn money, he said. I had no idea where he had heard that. Besides that, he now also made a point of reading a copy of the Beijing Evening News every day. His musical taste also changed. He no longer listened to those sissy ‘speaking and singing’ songs. Now he listened to rock and roll, heavy metal, the kind of music that makes your blood and flesh jump when you put the earphones on. Other than that, he’d listen to powerful music from artists like Liu Huan, Han Lei and Tengger. In any case, his life morphed towards something greater, weightier, and tougher. He now needed to have his own opinion on every matter. He was a different person altogether. He also got bolder about the assignments he would accept. He was now accepting those which we wouldn’t have accepted in the past because they were just too complicated, certainly at appropriately higher prices as well. To get a document done he was now willing to travel even as far as Pinggu and Fangshan to look for people who could get it done for him.

One evening he called me and asked where I was. I told him I was on the campus of Peking University, doing a delivery by the Weiming Lake. He then said he was on the road from Shijingshan back to Haidian, and told me to wait for him by the lake because he was coming to meet me. He said he had just completed a very difficult job and made some good money, so he wanted to treat me to dinner. After we met, we went looking for a restaurant by the west gate of Peking University, and as we walked we bumped into Brother Wen. The old fellow hadn’t taken a bus and was hobbling along with a strange gait, with one shoulder higher than the other.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked him. ‘Did some lady kick you out of bed?’

‘Fuck, don’t talk to me about it,’ Brother Wen said, huffing with rage. ‘I came across a prosecutor and he ripped me off.’

‘Serves you right,’ I said. ‘You’re too damn cocky, doing business with a prosecutor.’

‘When I accepted the job I didn’t know he was a damn prosecutor. It was only when I was delivering the goods that he pulled his badge on me. Fuck, he even threatened me! I didn’t squeak, but had to watch with my own eyes as he took the document from me and left.’

‘Report him!’ Ziwu exclaimed.

‘Oh bollocks!’ Brother Wen replied. ‘Would you dare to report him? What’s more, he didn’t have the document done for himself. It was for some woman, some bitch he knows, most likely a mistress.’

‘If people can fuck with us we can also fuck with people!’ Ziwu proclaimed. ‘Make a police badge and show it when you’re delivering the goods. If the other guy isn’t afraid you just drop the whole thing. But if he’s afraid just scare him some more. Say, want to settle this privately or in court? Most people are cowards and will fall for that. Isn’t it also a crime for them to buy fake documents to scam other people?’

‘Ziwu, that’s total rubbish,’ I said. Who’d do that kind of thing?’

‘Just kidding,’ Ziwu smirked. ‘Want to make Brother Wen here feel a little better. Brother Wen, let’s go have a drink together. It’ll help you get over it.’

He also let Brother Wen pick a place. Brother Wen got in a much brighter mood as soon as he heard there’d be drinks. He said he wanted to go to Chengze Garden to drink beer and eat some skewers of mala spicy hot pot. I knew the place Brother Wen was talking about. It was just by the entrance to Chengze Garden and next to the bridge over the Wanquan River. I had been in that area often during daytime. Brother Wen said he had been there one evening to eat. In a word, it was good, in two words, it was very good, and in three words, we all said it together, it was very, very good. As we crossed Weixiu Garden, opposite the university’s west gate, we already felt in the air the fragrance of the skewers and spicy hot pot.

That place was like a night market on summer evenings. There were skewers and the hot pot, and also fresh fruit, newspapers and magazines, pirated CDs, pancake-wrapped dough sticks, flatbread, small wontons, as well as small ornaments and toys. There was also a large open-air restaurant where the chef took down stir-fry ladles by letting them fall to the top of his head. It was a very lively environment. Brother Wen took us to that spicy hot pot stall by the entrance to Chengze Garden and shouted to the owner:

‘Boss, ten beers and three bowls!’

The owner replied it was coming, then took four small wooden stools, placed three of them in a circle and the fourth one in the middle. On top of that middle one he placed an odd-shaped piece of flimsy wood to serve as a table. Then he brought ten bottles of Yanjing beer and three empty bowls, each bowl covered with a transparent plastic bag to show care for hygiene. Brother Wen pointed to two steaming square pans loaded with food on skewers and said that we could pick whatever we wanted to eat from there. Meat or veggie, it was fifty cents per skewer. That fragrance of mala pepper in the air had long made Ziwu and I salivate. Brother Wen was a regular there, so he chose his skewers very fast. Then he asked the chef to put the skewers on the fire. Mutton, beef, chicken hearts, beef back strap, and kidney, none of those could be left out. Especially kidney, Brother Wen said. Men in particular were supposed to eat a lot of kidney, and it was better to start eating it early, when one wasn’t active and didn’t need it, because if you only started eating it when you needed it, then it’d be perhaps too late for the desired effect.

It all tasted so good no sumptuous imperial banquet could have possibly matched it. We drank our beers straight from the bottles, as there were no glasses. It was ice-cold beer too, so it wasn’t as comforting as we were used to. The spicy hot pot business was doing quite well. We were three big guys, but most other customers there were actually women, particularly young ones. The skewers were arranged on two or three layers on the big pans, and both the owner and his wife were busy serving them to customers. The bamboo skewers could have different types of food, all kinds of sliced meat, pork and beef offal, eggs, fish balls, meatballs, duck blood, sausages, bean curd, bean curd skin, crown daisy leaves and stems, coriander, radish, oyster mushrooms, seaweed, day lilies. Basically, everything one could find in a food market was there on display on those square pans. One ate as much as one wanted, and then in the end they’d count the bamboo skewers to calculate the tab, fifty cents per skewer.

We drank to our hearts’ content as we ate. Dozens of groups came and went and we were still there, drinking and eating. We ordered skewers about six or seven times, and also some five bottles of liquor. By ten or so in the evening the three of us were already soused to our eyeballs. Brother Wen then broke out in a lecherous laughter all of a sudden. Slurring his words with great effort he managed to say:

‘Arse! A bunch of round arses! Yeah, so nice!’

Ziwu and I were at a loss, so Brother Wen pointed them to us, as he was the one sitting facing the spicy hot pot stall. We turned around and saw five girls in uniform dresses in front of the square skewer pans, all of them craning their necks over the pans and thus lifting their butts up in the air. Brother Wen was right, they were very round, and very nice to look at. The outlines of their underwear were even visible through the pink cloth of their dresses. The dresses went down to the knees, and below the hems ten legs, some thinner and some thicker, danced back and forth. They had nice bodies, all of them. They probably worked nearby and had gone out together to have some spicy hot pot. Then they suddenly shouted and cackled with laughter, apparently scrambling for something.

‘They laughed! Very nice!’ Brother Wen gestured with his hand, as though he was giving a lecture, and let out a drunkard’s hiccup. ‘Those arses! Very nice! He he he!’

I slapped his hand.

‘Don’t laugh like that. You’ll scare them away!’ I said.

‘Good!’ Brother Wen said. ‘If they run away I’ll chase them!’

One of the girls then shrieked:


‘My mushrooms! Give them to me!’

Another one replied:

‘No one took your mushrooms!’

‘It’s cooking now,’ the proprietress explained. ‘Ready in a moment!’

The girl who had shrieked then said:

‘A moment? That’s too long!’

Then Ziwu shouted over to them:

‘I have a mushroom here! You want it?’

The girl turned around to face us. She was good-looking, tall and slender, with short hair.

‘Who’d want that? Sick!’ she sneered.

‘It isn’t sick,’ Ziwu laughed. ‘It’s just a mushroom!’

Fuming, the girl walked over to our crude table, took a good look at us, then rolled her eyes, full of contempt, at Ziwu, and said:

‘Go to hell!’

She then turned around and skipped back to the hot pot stall where her friends were covering their giggling mouths with their hands.

Brother Wen and I also laughed.

‘Ziwu, you got told off,’ I said.

‘Go and give it to her,’ Brother Wen said.

Because I also had had too much to drink, I added fuel to the fire:

‘Yeah, go give it to her!’ I said.

Ziwu then took the bowl with the mushrooms and stood up. He staggered towards the girl and, with his two hands, offered her the bowl.

‘Mushrooms. For you,’ he said.

The girl shrieked again and slapped the bowl off Ziwu’s hand and on to the ground.

‘You! Go to hell!’ she screamed.

I was afraid that Ziwu, put in that position, would then hit her, so I rushed over to hold him back. But Ziwu simply bent down to pick the bamboo skewers up one by one and said merrily:

‘If you don’t want it, I’ll have it!’

The girls burst out laughing again, and tried to coax the shrieking girl to laugh. But she stormed at her friends:

‘What’s so funny?!’

She then waved them off and walked away. Brother Wen came over to me and commented that, damn, that girl was nice! That arse looked nice from any angle!
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The next day we got up very late. Ziwu smacked his lips and asked me whether he had drunk too much the night before. I told him we all had had too much to drink. He spent a long time recollecting, then said that the food there was really good, how about we go again tonight? After he exercised, we had breakfast. It was already noon by the time we went out, each to take care of his own affairs. Towards evening he texted me:

Meeting at seven by Chengze Garden.

When I got there Ziwu had already got a table for us.

Beer, some skewers, spicy hot pot, and also two large pieces of flatbread. Now that’s comfort food. We ate and drank slowly. Life was very sweet. I also felt touched to see all those people immersed in the intimate atmosphere created by the smoke. Ziwu and I were living through a good period, a period full of life, not unlike the people around us eating and drinking. At other times in our lives we either consciously sought or avoided the company of others, because everything had to be done in accordance with a plan. But, just like anyone else, we also wanted to enjoy life in this world a little. We lived in hiding, and even if we were in a huge crowd, deep in our hearts we knew that we were as conspicuous as rusty nails hammered into the structure of normal social life. Sooner or later people would try to settle accounts with us. Usually it would be the police, but occasionally also regular people would try to get even with us, and that meant trouble for sure. One day, for instance, Ziwu was chased on the streets by two other guys at around half past five in the afternoon.

That was already evening. Evenings in Beijing are not a good time. Traffic’s congested and people push and squeeze everywhere, tired after a long day at work. Any patience and calm one might see in pedestrians and drivers during the rest of the day are completely gone when evening comes. We had already eaten spicy hot pot three times and were now going there for a fourth time. We had agreed to meet at six by the entrance to Chengze Garden, and at five forty I was on a bus coming from the Forestry University. The bus was almost by the west gate of Peking University when Ziwu called me. I could hear him panting on the other side of the line:

‘Brother! Brother!’ he said. ‘Where are you? They’re coming after me! One guy, maybe more… They won’t give up!’

‘I’m by Peking University. Where are you?’ I asked.

‘I’m running… To Silicon Valley… You… Meet… Meet me there!’ he barely managed to say.

I closed my phone and asked the driver to stop the bus for me to get off. There was still some distance to the next stop, and so the driver told me he couldn’t stop. Those were the rules, he said. I didn’t give a hoot about the rules then. I went over to the door and started kicking it.

‘Open the door!’ I shouted.

I shouted so loud I even scared myself. Everyone in the bus turned around to look at me. The bus conductor, who had been standing next to me, retreated to the back of the bus. The driver slammed on the brake. He was also scared. During that time it was always being said in the papers and on TV that the world was a dangerous place and that terrorists were everywhere on the loose wreaking havoc.

‘Open the door!’ I shouted again.

‘Open it! Open it! Let him out!’ the conductor shouted to the driver.

The cars behind the bus tooted their horns with all their might in protest. The driver simply had to open the door now. When I jumped out of the bus I heard the conductor, who was a woman, spit out and say:

‘Who does this kind of thing? What a dumbfuck.’

When people from Beijing curse like that they manage to be particularly unpleasant. But I had no time to pay attention. I ran as fast as my legs could take me towards Silicon Valley. The road from the west gate of Peking University to Haidian Overpass was congested all year round, and now it was rush hour. Car after car tooted their horn at me as I struggled to cross. Then I finally found my way around the narrow spaces between them and ran towards the area near the Haidian Sports Centre. There I spotted Ziwu also rushing out from among the cars and then running in the direction opposite that of traffic. I ran and waved at him, calling his name. He saw me, and ran even faster in my direction. Sure enough, two men followed closely behind him, carrying things in their hands that looked like either hammers or ladles. When Ziwu reached me I shouted at him to take a turn and get into a taxi, I’d deal with those guys. Ziwu hesitated for an instant, then continued to run and turned onto Furong North Road. The two guys reached me. I tackled the one running in front to stop him.

‘Friends! Friends!’ I screamed, struggling not to let go of the guy I had seized. ‘Whatever it is, let’s talk about it! You can get hurt running like that!’

‘Fast! Go get him!’ the one I was holding shouted to the other.

That other guy ran a few more steps and then stopped. Ziwu had already got into a taxi.

In his rage he waved in my direction the thing he had in his hand. It was really a ladle after all. Only then did I feel the rank oily smell on the guy I was holding. He shouted in protest, telling me to let him go. I released him and took out a cigarette to offer him. The guy with the ladle knocked the cigarette I was offering to the ground. I picked it up and offered it again to the guy I had just been restraining. He had a fish slice in his hand.

‘Friends, if you have anything to say, let’s talk about it,’ I said. ‘My brother’s young and doesn’t understand things very well yet. I beg you to forgive him. If you have any problem with him let me handle it.’

‘Fine, since you’re saying it, give us our money back!’ the one with the ladle said.

‘What money?’ I asked.

‘That boy said he’d make a certificate and lied to us,’ the one with the fish slice said, pointing his kitchen tool in the general direction where Ziwu had got into a taxi. ‘He passed himself off as police to swindle my brother!’

I knew it was true as soon as I heard it. The lesson he had learned from seeing Brother Wen’s predicament just two days earlier he had put into practice just a tad too fast. So, to avoid attracting the attention of any authority, I took those two guys to talk at a fresh flower market a little further down the road. A lady selling flowers thought we were there to buy some, so I told her I was just taking a look. I then asked them, friends, tell me what the matter is.

‘I won’t hide it from you,’ the guy with the ladle said. ‘I wanted to have a Red Board Chef Certificate done, because that’s something I needed for my restaurant, so I went to that boy. He accepted the job, but yesterday, when he was supposed to hand over the certificate, he suddenly showed me a police badge and said that he was working undercover to catch people like me who use fake certificates to disturb the social order! He grabbed this hand of mine and told me he was taking me to the station. How could I know whether it was true or not? I was totally ignorant. But I wasn’t going with him, no matter what. It was my first time doing anything like that. Innocent victim or not, I wasn’t going. He then said that if I didn’t want to go with him, that was fine. I only needed to pay him a five-hundred-yuan fine. I dug out all the money in my trousers but it was only three hundred. Then he said that if I had only three hundred, three hundred it was, and took my money. Of course he gave me no certificate. After he let me go I figured that something wasn’t right. When police receive a fine from you they have to give you a receipt, I couldn’t just pay for no clear reason. I went back and talked to a friend, who also thought that there was something fishy going on. So today I went back to that same area. And the boy’s got some nerve! After pulling that one on me he was still at the same place! Then I knew for sure he wasn’t the real deal, he was an impostor. Sure enough he skedaddled as soon as he saw us. Now, friend, you tell me: I spent six hundred yuan on this whole affair and never touched a certificate, wasn’t I wronged here? Wronged big time? You tell me, am I the victim or not? We also work hard for our money! It’s with these here, fish slice and ladle, that we earn it!’

The guy with the fish slice waved it at me again.

‘Six hundred?’ I asked, indicating the figure with the thumb and little finger of my right hand.

‘Six hundred!’ the guy with the ladle replied, also indicating the figure with his thumb and little finger.

I took out my wallet and emptied the two sides of the partition inside it. I only had five hundred fifty.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘How about you give me a phone number and I bring you the other fifty later?’

Ladle guy exchanged glances with fish slice guy, and fish slice guy said:

‘Forget it. It’s fifty short then, to make friends.’

.‘Okay, five-fifty,’ ladle guy concurred.

He took the money from me and shook my hand cordially, then added, in a tone of exhortation:

‘Friend, make sure your brother stops fooling around. He has to keep his word, he can’t ruin his reputation just for a little bit of money. Isn’t money just some colourful pieces of paper? Isn’t it?’

I nodded again and again. Yeah, yeah, that’s right.

That one dirty arse was wiped clean. Once I was done dealing with those guys I called Ziwu and told him I had solved the problem. I said I’d wait for him by Chengze Garden. He had to come, I told him, because I had no money left on me and would have to sell my trousers without him. When Ziwu got there I had already started drinking. He sat down, but when he heard that I had given five hundred fifty yuan to those guys he jumped from his seat.

‘Fuck! That bastard!’ he exclaimed. ‘I took only five hundred from him in total! Son of a bitch! I’ll find him and get this straight, because now they ripped us off!’

I hurled a beer bottle at the ground in rage. The bottom broke off and the beer spilt all over the place.

‘Sit down!’ I thundered. ‘If you rip other people off why can’t other people rip you off?’

Ziwu grumbled something to himself and sat down. He opened a beer bottle with his teeth and then drank half of it at one go.

‘I just wanted to make some extra money,’ he said.

‘Did you make money that way? C’mon, give it to me!’ I ordered, stretching my hand out to him.

‘What?’ he stalled.

‘Give it to me!’ I ordered him again.

Ziwu resisted a little longer then pulled the fake police badge from his pocket. That boy was quite something. It was a well-made forgery, really looked like the real thing. If he had a police uniform on no one would suspect that he wasn’t police for real. I took out a cigarette and made it like I was going to light it, but before I did I took the flame to the fake badge. Ziwu tried to snatch it away from me, but it was too late. Those plastic covers burn very fast, and in no time the fire had consumed it whole.

‘Brother, what are you doing?’ he protested.


‘I told you already, we earn money the honest way, we don’t do any of this crooked stuff.’

‘Crooked stuff?’ Ziwu snorted. ‘It’s all illegal. What’s the difference between stealing and robbing?’

For that split second Ziwu really got me. He was right, what we did wasn’t exactly honourable. And it wasn’t exactly allowed according to the law. However... I really didn’t have much to add after however.

‘You said it right, in terms of its nature it’s the same,’ I conceded. ‘But there are different levels to it. Stealing and robbing don’t get you the same prison sentence, that I’m sure you know. The way I see it, to take money that people willingly give to us isn’t the same thing as taking it at knife point. Also, forging documents is one crime, forging documents and then impersonating police on top of that is a much more serious crime. Don’t you know that?’ I asked, then took a sip of beer and a bite from a skewer of beef meatballs dipped in spicy hot pot. ‘And there’s more, it’s that old thing you don’t like to hear, professional ethics. If, for instance, you decide to kidnap someone, you have to release the hostage when you get the ransom, you can’t just take the money and then kill the hostage. That’s not right.’

I was pretty much rambling by that point, and wasn’t sure if I was making any sense. I probably was making some, because Ziwu joked:

‘Brother, you know a lot about this line of business. The day forging documents is legalised I’ll suggest they nominate you as a model worker, a nationwide model worker!’

‘I’m not interested in being in the spotlight for people of the whole country to see me. I don’t like being seen,’ I said, somewhat more modestly.


The slightly better atmosphere between us meant we’d made peace. I finished my beer and Ziwu went over to the stall to choose some more skewers for his spicy hot pot and have the chef cook them for him. As he was sitting down again he raised his chin and asked me:

‘Say I want to make a bit more money for a while. How do I go about it?’

‘Might be a little difficult,’ I said. ‘What are you planning to do?’

‘Go steady with someone.’

‘Anyone in specific? Can you introduce her to your brother?’ I asked.

‘I only met her once.’

‘Is it a reasonable thing?’

‘Yes. If I make it reasonable then it’s reasonable,’ he replied. ‘You met her too. It’s that girl who wanted the mushrooms the other night.’

I decided that was very unreasonable of him, the girl who scolded him the only time they met, and who he knew nothing else about. How could he possibly want to ‘go steady’ with her? I didn’t have much experience with dating, but I always knew that you have to be fairly close to the girl you want to date. Do you know how old she is? I asked him. Know whether she has a boyfriend? Maybe she’s already married and has a child. And even if she’s single, why does she have to date you? Ziwu was young and inexperienced, and the whole thing seemed hopeless. But Ziwu knew for sure how to look like he was mature. He had a grave expression on his face.

‘Brother, why do you think I need to be close to her to date her?’ he asked, in a very serious tone. ‘And why does it matter whether she has a boyfriend or not, whether she’s married or has a child? When have I ever promised not to run away with someone? Everything’s possible. You only have to want it.’

Ziwu’s expression was unperturbed through all he said. And precisely because of that I concluded that he hadn’t thought things through.

‘When people have family, you can’t just mess with them,’ I said.

‘Okay brother, it’s professional ethics again, isn’t it?’ he replied. ‘You have to let go of those old ideas. There’s no “professional ethics” in love. There’s only will, whether you want it or not.’

That boy really knew how to make an argument, but I was still of the opinion that his ambition was extremely unreasonable.

‘I’m not going to argue with you,’ I said. ‘Just wait and see for yourself how long you can keep this going. You don’t even know where she lives.’

‘I’ll wait,’ Ziwu said, tapping on his bowl, and only then did I notice that his bowl was full of oyster mushrooms. ‘I believe she’ll come here,’ he said.

‘Didn’t you want to get a local girl from Beijing?’ I asked.

‘Rolling her tongue like that and mean the way she is, she’s definitely from Beijing,’ he said.
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That evening we waited in vain. Ziwu went over and over again to the stall to pick oyster mushrooms so that the girl, coming and not finding any, would then provide him with an opportunity to strike up a conversation. He took almost all mushroom skewers there were in the stall that evening, and we drank there until eleven. The girl didn’t show up, and neither did her colleagues. You’re taking it too seriously, I told Ziwu. Let’s go back, you still need to exercise with your dumb-bells. I thought it was all just some momentary passion going through Ziwu’s head, and I didn’t expect him to put all his heart into it. We started going there every evening, even when it rained.

The spicy hot pot stall was also open on rainy days. It occupied a space under a large canopy where a bike repairer, a cobbler and a locksmith all worked during daytime. When evening came they all left and the spicy hot pot stall moved in. I went there with Ziwu four more times. At first it was only to see whether he’d have any luck in his endeavour, then we went simply to grab a good dinner. But my cousin was serious about wanting to date, so I, as an older brother to him, naturally had to support him.

On that fourth time we went there we still didn’t see the shrieking girl, but we did see some of her work colleagues, still wearing those nice-looking uniform dresses. When it became clear that the shrieking girl wouldn’t show up and that her colleagues would soon be gone, Ziwu got afraid that he’d lose an opportunity, so he went over to talk to them. They all remembered him, the guy who got a scolding that other evening. Ziwu asked them why they all liked oyster mushrooms. They said they just liked them, no reason.

‘So I’ll treat you to dinner,’ Ziwu said. ‘But you’ll have to tell me something.’

They agreed:

‘Fine. We talk after we eat.’

They were obviously all in it together to make fun of Ziwu, but Ziwu pretended he didn’t notice it. He said he’d treat them to dinner, so he did. It cost him thirty yuan in total. With just a short excuse me they set upon their food. After they finished eating one of them said:

‘She has a boyfriend.’

Another one added:

‘They’re about to get married.’

And another one:

‘Don’t think about it.’

And a fourth one:

‘But if you treat us to dinner a few more times, maybe you’ll have a chance!’

They all burst out laughing.

‘But how about her? What’s her name? That you can tell me for sure,’ Ziwu asked.

‘You pay us just a few skewers and you already want to know her name? Aren’t you going a little too fast?’ one of them said. ‘She took some time off and went back to see her granny. We don’t know when she’s coming back.’

The other piece of information Ziwu got from them was that they all worked as attendants at a convalescent home nearby. I knew that convalescent home, Ziwu and I had walked past its entrance many times. Ziwu thanked them and invited them to come the following evening to have dinner again. And they really did come, the ones standing behind the others covered their mouths and laughed about getting another free meal. Why waste a chance to eat for free? Ziwu ended up spending forty yuan more. Then they told him, just out of consideration for him after he had treated them to some spicy hot pot they said, that the girl was supposed to come back to work the next day. They couldn’t tell him her name, however. The following day Ziwu really did go to the convalescent home to look for her. In a roll of honour at the main hall he saw her picture and name: Wenjing. Ziwu went over to the manager on duty and inquired about her. The manager told him that she was on holiday. The girls had duped him, and Ziwu could hardly contain his anger. But when evening came he treated them to dinner as usual. After they finished eating he said to them:

‘Just please be honest with me.’

They laughed, but said, soon, soon, tomorrow she’ll come to work, that’s for sure.

Ziwu decided to wait by the convalescent home’s entrance around lunchtime, as going directly inside would certainly disturb her work and he’d end up making a huge fool of himself. But she didn’t go out for lunch any time during the lunch hour, so Ziwu went over to the area around Peking University and took a small assignment. By dinner time he rushed back to the convalescent home, and that time he found her. Wenjing was walking out of the entrance hall with a few other colleagues, all carrying lunch boxes, and Ziwu just called her by her name. The colleagues coming behind her began to giggle and left very quickly. Wenjing walked straight to him and shouted:

‘You’re sick!’

Ziwu just patted his own head and said:

‘Been looking for you for many days.’

‘Go to hell!’ Wenjing raged, then turned around and began to leave.

After two steps she halted to add:

‘And stop harassing my colleagues!’

That evening Ziwu went back to the spicy hot pot stall once again. We had agreed to go together, but I didn’t go. Going there so regularly to drink beer and eat all that mala pepper had really upset my stomach, and things had got a little messy when I went to the toilet to do number two. So, according to what Ziwu told me later, Wenjing did go there with her colleagues, but as soon as she saw him she turned around and left, clacking her little shoes away on the pavement and going back alone to the convalescent home. Ziwu held firm where he was and continued to buy skewers for the other girls in the group. Once they finished eating, they felt they were being a little unfair to Ziwu, and so they came clean and told him that, as it seemed to them, Wenjing didn’t have a boyfriend at all, but she also didn’t look very interested in him, though he was indeed very handsome. Back home he confessed to me that what they said moved him very much. A chubbier girl, seeing that Ziwu had fallen silent, decided to be irresponsible and encouraged him. Why don’t you try again? That’s how women are, she said, you have to insist. They all laughed. Just insist! Ziwu thanked her and sat down to finish his beer. He had indeed decided to insist one more time.

During that time Ziwu spent both his days and evenings around the area near Chengze Garden. He discovered that Wenjing lived in a small housing development in Furongli next to the Haidian Sports Centre. There was a small public park right by that development, and in that park there was an installation made of stones, very large elongated and rectangular stones arranged both horizontally and vertically. At first glance they looked like the ruins of Dashuifa in the Old Summer Palace, or Stonehenge, that mysterious stone arrangement in England I had seen in the newspaper. Next to this Stonehenge there was an enormous water fountain that would only spit out water on major holidays. I used to go there often with a few friends in the winter to bask in the sun. We lay there, squinting in the sun and smoking. The northern sun makes one’s body feel faint and immaterial, like an immortal. Now it was Ziwu who was always going there. Whenever we met, it was either by that Stonehenge during the day, or at the spicy hot pot stall in the evening. One day Ziwu followed Wenjing after she got off work all the way to the entrance of the building where she lived. Then a window opened on the sixth floor and a face appeared, only for the window to be shut again immediately after. Ziwu didn’t get to see that face very well, but he decided that that was Wenjing’s window, which meant she lived on the top floor of the building.

Then Ziwu thought of a method that was the most commonplace, and also the most effective: to gift her flowers. I had never given flowers to a girl in my life, and also couldn’t see myself doing it. You stand on a crowded street with a flower bouquet in your hand and everyone stares at you like you’re a monkey. Just thinking about it makes me sweat and gives me a rash all over my body. But Ziwu could easily see himself doing it, and I very much admired him for it. He’d say, aren’t they just flowers? Forged documents are like dynamite, and I still handle them all day long. There was a flower market next to the park. Construction of the Changchun Xinyuan Residence Hall, where graduate students of Peking University now live, hadn’t begun yet. The flower market did very good business back then, leaving the air all around Silicon Valley filled with a sweet aroma. Ziwu decided to give her red roses and white lilies, a bouquet twice a week. He wouldn’t give her the flowers in person. Instead, he delivered them to her door before or after she returned home from work. To get into the building it was necessary to swipe a card, so he had to wait for an opportune moment when someone was coming in or out, and then sneak upstairs. Then he’d just leave after dropping the flowers by her door. Sometimes he saw no one going in or out of the building. On those occasions he had to summon some courage to press the button to her flat on the intercom. He’d then press his fingers against his throat to disguise his voice and say: ‘Is this Miss Wenjing’s home? I’m from the florist’s, a gentleman’s ordered some fresh flowers for you, please come downstairs to pick them up.’ But by the time she got downstairs Ziwu would have already run away.

Ziwu kept on with his strategy of sending flowers and waiting for another two months, and by then it was already late autumn. The skies above Beijing got higher, the clouds lighter, and the air drier. Fallen leaves covered the ground. The two embracing ginkgo trees inside the west gate of Peking University turned a dazzling golden yellow, as though they had combusted in a blaze of gold, and around them on the ground there was also a large circle of gold. In one of those late-autumn days Ziwu was following Wenjing at a distance when she suddenly turned around and spoke to him:

‘Haven’t you had enough yet?’

‘Don’t mind me,’ Ziwu said.

‘I don’t even know your name, why on earth are you following me?’

‘My name’s Chen Ziwu.’

‘Disgusting! Never seen anyone so shameless!’

‘There are people even more shameless than me.’

Then Wenjing laughed, and it was a laugh that gave it all away. A tear came to one of Ziwu’s eyes. He knew he had a chance.

Later Wenjing would tell me the story of that conversation with joy and ask me, how come your cousin’s so shameless? I told her I just didn’t know. When he was younger he was very shy, and blushed every time he met a female classmate. Who could’ve imagined that when he met you he’d suddenly become so bold? To every point there’s a counterpoint, I said, and every trait has its total opposite. Wenjing was even happier to hear that. Her eyes shone in a resplendent smile of satisfaction for having come to have Ziwu. His suddenly becoming so bold was also a riddle to me. Even a dog would find it hard on its pride to wag its tail for months on end without being acknowledged, let alone a person. So I asked Ziwu:

‘Tell me the truth. What’s the secret?’

‘That’s how that bastard stole my girlfriend back then,’ he told me very calmly.

‘Was he more shameless than you?’

‘A lot more,’ he said. ‘Not only did he send flowers, but he also asked other people to help him write love letters. Two letters a day he sent, and they were disgustingly corny, the kind of stuff normal people wouldn’t find the nerve to write. You couldn’t finish reading one of them without going crazy.’

Then I understood him. He had learned from experience. But I was also alarmed:

‘You weren’t doing all that just to get your hands on Wenjing, were you?’ I asked.

‘Brother, I’ll be honest with you,’ he said. ‘At the beginning that was all I wanted. I just didn’t want to believe I couldn’t score a local Beijing girl. Damn it, why couldn’t I? It was only after trying hard with her for a while that I started to like her for real. Otherwise, how could I have gone on for so long?’

Ziwu had indeed persevered all the way. He was now around Wenjing all the time, and business took a hit as a result. Every penny he earned he spent, so couldn’t save anything. He’d be in a real tough spot if he suddenly needed as little as a thousand yuan, and for that reason he was more anxious now than he was when he hadn’t yet succeeded in his quest for Wenjing. I told him not to worry, he could come to me if he really needed money. But Ziwu rejected the idea. He told me I hadn’t saved a penny in the past few years, and that I needed to start saving if later on I wanted a girlfriend, and to get married and have children. I told him not to think that far ahead. I was already in my thirties and hadn’t gone anywhere on that front, so perhaps I’d just spend my whole life single anyway. What use would savings be to me then? Still, Ziwu wouldn’t accept it. He was going to make money, he said. The only urgent matter was to make Wenjing dead-set on staying with him, come what may. When he said that, Ziwu looked and sounded like a shrewd, experienced man. A glint of cold light entered his eyes, and travelled across his face. It scared me.
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Their relationship was going well. To what stage they had taken it I couldn’t tell for sure. I was the brother-in-law, and so couldn’t say or ask anything out of place. I just knew that they were getting there, getting there as Ziwu kept telling me, perhaps because he wanted to make me feel in the loop, but also to give himself some encouragement. One of those evenings the moon was big and beautiful in the sky, moonlight covered the ground like a layer of water, and just seeing it would make anyone feel homesick. That evening Ziwu went out to meet Wenjing and I stayed back in the room alone trying to catch mice. That single-storey house where we lived had that little problem. In the summer it was invaded by flies, mosquitoes and cockroaches, and when days got colder it was mice’s turn. The mice in my room liked to drag pieces of paper across the floor in the middle of the night, making a rustling noise like someone walking in flip-flops. Just try to imagine it, you’re half-asleep, and then suddenly there’s someone in flip-flops walking around right next to your bed. Pure horror. So I was determined to get rid of those mice. I had moved aside a small table once used for eating and was on the floor with my arse sticking up in the air, ready to pour water in the mouse hole, when Ziwu came in with Wenjing. That was the first time Wenjing visited our place. The room was in a terrible mess, and now there was no time to tidy it up even a little. It was embarrassing.

I told Ziwu to invite her to sit down.

‘I’m sorry. It’s the first time you visit and you’re forced to witness this kind of class struggle,’ I joked, trying to make both myself and Wenjing a little more at ease. ‘I just need to finish pouring in this water.’

‘No problem, brother,’ Wenjing said. ‘Do what you have to do.’

‘No time for that,’ Ziwu said, taking the bucket and pouring all the water still in it, about half bucket, into the hole. He then placed it upside down on top of the hole. ‘Brother, just tidy it up a little, we’re going to the Old Summer Palace.’

‘To the Old Summer Palace in the middle of the night?’ I said. ‘And why did you place the bucket like that?’

‘Wenjing said that the Old Summer Palace’s only interesting to visit at night, when the moon’s big and bright,’ Ziwu said. ‘Since there’re few people around and a lot of garden to enjoy.’

Okay, one’s romantic once one’s dating, I thought. Wenjing added that there was a place where people could get into the gardens. It required jumping over a wall. A scraping noise reverberated in the room and interrupted her as she was speaking. I searched all around for the source of that noise, till Ziwu pointed at the bucket. It turned out that a mouse had tried to escape the flooding in its hideout and ran out of the hole. It was now trapped in the bucket, desperately trying to climb its inner surface. Look at your brother, Wenjing said to me, he’s so mean! That’s nothing, Ziwu said, I can be much meaner than you can even imagine. Okay, okay, we should all go, I said. We went out just in time to find Brother Wen pouring out the water he had used to wash his feet.

‘Still going out?’ he asked.

‘We’ll walk around the Old Summer Palace,’ I said.

‘What the fuck, that place at night. You’ll see a ghost.’

It was often said that many people had died on the grounds of the Old Summer Palace. It was where the emperors lived, and so many concubines, servant girls and court eunuchs were put to death there. Wenjing first led us through an alley, and after a couple of turns I was already lost. We eventually made it to a blind alley, at the end of which there was a public lavatory. The stench coming out of that lavatory travelled very far indeed. Wenjing said that she had been there a year earlier with some of her old classmates, and that the way into the park grounds was just over the wall next to the lavatory. The wall wasn’t particularly high there. At its base there were only some dried-up vines that we could easily step on as we climbed up. I went up first to help everyone else, since Wenjing, being a girl, needed someone to pull her up while another person stayed behind to push her arse up from below. And I certainly couldn’t be the one doing the pushing on her arse. The other side of the wall opened up before my eyes when I got to the top, pathways, groves, foot bridges, water, all of it looking eerily abnormal under the moonlight. Brother, Ziwu whispered at me from below. I was sitting astride on the wall and discovered some weird lumpy things not far from where I had come to rest my hand. Someone had thrown that directly from the lavatory below for sure. It seemed that the management of the Old Summer Palace was aware that that was the way people got into the park grounds without paying, so they decided to set up some ‘defence’. I couldn’t help shaking a little when I took Wenjing’s hand to help her up. It was a fresh, soft, and very delicate hand. The equally bluish white thigh of that girl in the nightclub suddenly appeared inside my head and I got distracted. Wenjing missed a step and let out a shriek. I cursed myself and helped her regain her footing while Ziwu pushed a little more from below to steady her up.

The Old Summer Palace grounds at night were as quiet as death, and all that empty vastness filled me with sadness. Sights that one had often seen on films and pictures, as well as in one’s own imagination, were rendered meaninglessly asleep under the moonlight. At 11:30 at night there was no park staff on patrol, but still we couldn’t help being afraid. We kept our voices low, and even that felt too loud. Wind was blowing over the surface of a lake, carrying with it a gloomy and damp chill that felt like countless transparent and moist little hands brushing against your face. In her fear Wenjing held tight to Ziwu’s waist, while Ziwu held her tightly in his arms. Wenjing began to tell us in a whisper the stories about the Old Summer Palace she had heard as a child. The further she went with the stories, the slower she spoke, and gradually her words became disconnected and incoherent as her mind began to wander. Wenjing and Ziwu wandered without a clear destination, around a lake, over a bridge, wherever. I heard the strange call of some otherworldly bird coming from somewhere and turned around. When I faced ahead again, they had disappeared.

I walked about alone in those huge gardens, and regretted having gone there with them. The beautiful moon in the night sky actually meant nothing to me. On nights like that I ought to be sleeping, watching TV, or else choosing some place at random to have a few drinks. There was absolutely no one in sight, and it was very depressing to stand all by oneself under such vast and majestic moonlight. What had I ever done in the past under a bright moon like that? I couldn’t remember anything at all. It seemed like it was the first time ever that I saw before me such vast fields of moonlight. The places in those gardens that I had always wanted to visit all of a sudden didn’t interest me at all. I just walked around aimlessly, smoking a cigarette. During its prime the Old Summer Palace was an extremely extravagant and lively place. Were it any other way the emperors would never have been willing to live there. Were it back then like it was that night, deserted and desolate, not even under threat of death would they have agreed to move there.

I continued walking ahead until, suddenly, a shadow came out from the shrubbery, frightening me so much that my heart leapt into my throat. I took a couple of steps back. It was a person. And I could tell straight away that he was a mentally-ill tramp wearing some kind of thick army coat. His hair was dishevelled and looked like a magpie’s nest.


‘Smoke, smoke,’ he pleaded, stretching his hand out towards me. His mouth was crooked, half-open and drooling, and moonlight shone into it, an irregular-shaped dark hole. I looked inside the shrubbery and saw two ragged duvets in there. There was certainly some other wall one could climb to get inside, otherwise that tramp wouldn’t have been able to get in. I handed him a cigarette and lit it for him. Then I handed him a few cigarettes more for him to keep. He laughed out loud, and when he blew the cigarette smoke out he did so stretching his lower jaw forward, to keep the flavour longer in his mouth.

I continued to walk, but remained on my guard, worried about the possibility that someone would jump on me again, coming from some other dark nook. In such a vast place it was impossible that there weren’t at least a few more people hiding here and there. If you didn’t see them, it was only because they didn’t jump out right when you were passing by.

Eventually I made it to the Dashuifa site. The many stones and pillars of different heights and sizes stood tall here and there in the night, their shadows seemingly filled with terrifying mysteries. They reminded me of the anonymous graves I had seen in my home village as a child. I approached the stones and pillars carefully, feeling my way. The last time I had seen them had been a few years back, when I’d first arrived in Beijing. All the money I made during my first month in the city I spent visiting the scenic spots I had heard about in famous stories. Now as I approached the stones I heard a strange sound, in fact the sound of two people breathing loudly and heavily. The world’s big and there’s a lot of people in it, so I stepped softly towards the place the sounds were coming from. It was only halfway there that I suddenly realised that those could just as well be Ziwu and Wenjing. I stopped. I wanted to turn around and leave, but there was something inside me dragging my feet forward. Go ahead, keep going, that something said. I complied. After going past a large and elegantly sculpted stone I saw two people moving. The one on top had his trousers down by his ankles while his butt thrust up and down. The one underneath held tight to the waist of the one on top while a pale leg floated about in the muted blue moonlight, hanging from a large stone that lay horizontally. From her throat came out disjointed noises. It was Ziwu and Wenjing. Then I turned around and left, walking faster and faster away from them till I couldn’t hear anything at all. I punched a tree that stood by the path, and the pain I felt shot up all the way to my scalp.

I’m disgusting, am I not? I thought I was disgusting, and that made me feel extremely sad. I felt so sad that I cried, despite having tried to hold back my tears. It wasn’t physical desire that made me sad, but the emptiness I felt in my heart. It was a void like the one you get when two hands stretch out to grab something and come back empty. Among those who had come to Beijing about the same time as I did, some had already long returned home, and some others had made it big and got rich, or else had gone into other lines of work. Meanwhile I was wandering around the streets of Beijing aimlessly and empty-handed, hitting the streets. All the prosperity was right there, just before my eyes, but at the same time at an enormous distance from me. I didn’t know what that prosperity meant in concrete terms. Perhaps it was neither women nor money, but then what was it? I squatted on my heels by the water and began to wash the tears off my face. I washed my face thoroughly, down to every nook and cranny, and then sat down on a stone and lit a cigarette.

By the time I finished the cigarette I had calmed myself down and felt as though nothing had happened, as though it was any other day in my life in those years. When Ziwu and Wenjing came back they approached from behind my back. Ziwu said, brother, why are you sitting here? It’s too damn cold! Wenjing clutched his arm and Ziwu laughed. Yeah, it’s awfully cold! Wenjing whispered.

We followed back the same path we had taken to get there and then jumped over the same stretch of wall with the turds on top to get out. Then I felt like I was back in Beijing. I had wanted to find the way that tramp had used to get into the park and leave from there, but Ziwu said that it’d take too long, and Wenjing was in a hurry to get back home because she feared a scolding from her parents. After jumping over the wall, we took a taxi and dropped Wenjing at home first, then we went back to Xiyuan, also by taxi. On the way back Ziwu said to me:

‘Brother, it’s all settled now!’

‘The thing between you two?’ I asked.

‘There shouldn’t be any problem now,’ he said. ‘It was her first time even.’
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They had a very good relationship all along, and to say that they were stuck together like glue wouldn’t be an exaggeration. Anyone could see it. In matters of love Ziwu turned out to be commendably patient and gentle. He took very good care of Wenjing, the way one should. They didn’t seem concerned as to whether time went fast or slow. Immersed in their day-to-day life and lost in the enchantments of their relationship, they were completely unaware of the world changing around them. In fact, however, the world didn’t change much. It remained the same. It was only the weather that became more unstable as the days got colder.

If you don’t have to go out on snowy or windy days, winter in Beijing can be quite pleasant. There was heating in our room, and when the sun was shining outside it was quite nice. Such agreeable weather made you feel like everything is possible. Business was doing well. Because of the end-of-year rush to settle pending affairs, we didn’t have to look for people needing to get documents done, people would come looking for us. Writing ads by hand or pasting ads made with stamps wasn’t how we usually advertised our services any more. We were now using blank adhesive labels on which we’d write our ads and then stick them wherever we could. That type of marketing was fast and convenient, a product of modernisation, like the city of Beijing itself. But Ziwu still carried his felt-tip pen in his pocket and kept up with the habit of graffitiing his random thoughts here and there. I would often see his handwriting on billboards or on smooth wall surfaces. He’d write that he thought Beijing was a fine place, that he liked a girl, and also baffling phrases, for instance: If you suddenly received two million yuan, what’s the first thing you’d do? Also: They fix the roads to improve traffic, but there’s still congestion everywhere. And also: It was on the paper that a hog was transformed into an elephant, but we all know that’s fake. And also this one: If you ever go to the Old Summer Palace I suggest you lie down for a while on those large stones. And so on.

Hardly a day went by without we getting some assignment, big or small. Ziwu and I were still active in the Haidian area. He preferred to be around the convalescent home and the Furongli area, and we hit the streets while Wenjing was at work. If we felt bored, or if there was no business, we’d just go to that ‘Stonehenge’ in the park to bask in the sun. The winter sun in Beijing is very nice. Sunlight just flows, completely unimpeded. It falls down on you and covers your whole body, passing through your padded clothes and shining into your bones. And once it shines on you, your back begins to exude oily sweat. They had begun to tear down the flower market, and the flowers were being moved one by one out of their greenhouses. Peking University was going to build a residence hall there for their graduate students. While we basked in the sun, we often tried to come up with plans for Peking University’s residence hall, free of charge. I thought it had to look like a real first-rate building, but as much as we racked our brains, we couldn’t come up with anything as fantastic or unique as the Egg or the Bird’s Nest. We also often went to have spicy hot pot, but we wouldn’t drink as much beer as we used to. The weather was just too cold for that. Now we usually drank baijiu or erguotou. One gulp would go down like a cord on fire, burning from the tongue all the way down to the stomach.

Every now and then Ziwu would stay out all night. That was good, I thought. Young people, who are full of vigour, need to stay out all night sometimes. When that happened, Brother Wen would come over to my room and make a big thing about it, saying, damn, that woman Ziwu got himself isn’t bad at all, she’s something! He repeated that to me no less than thirty times. At some point I planned to rent out Rusty’s old room for Ziwu, so that it would be more convenient for him to bring Wenjing over. But then I gave up on the idea. There were only men living in that courtyard, and if they saw a girl they’d try to grab her if they could. Rusty had fled and never showed up again, and all his valuables, with the exception of two torn duvets, were also long gone. He didn’t plan to come back, that was certain. The landlord eventually moved someone else in, a small-time office drone who worked in some company. He wore glasses and had a very distinguished appearance. He also kept his nose up all day, looking at sky and paying no attention to us. I had no idea what thoughts went through his head, but if he paid no attention to us it was also all the same to me. Life went on as usual.

What I constantly worried about was that Wenjing’s family would object to the thing between them, and make trouble. What there was to be done was already done, but nowadays only a few still manage to keep their modesty in place all the way to the wedding night anyway, so that wasn’t something they’d take into consideration. When I finally heard that Wenjing’s parents objected to their relationship, winter was already over. Grass grew tall and singing birds flitted about, flowers blossomed and danced in the air with the wind, and the sandstorms had also arrived.

The reasons for their opposition were obvious. Ziwu wasn’t a local, and to top it off he made a living falsifying documents. It was just too much for the old couple to take. I could see their point, and also thought that the whole thing was a little too risky. That was probably due to my own low self-esteem, because, as you see, there isn’t much one can do about one’s occupation and family background. But Ziwu and Wenjing were both confident. They had decided that they wanted to spend a lifetime together. If you stand firm I can solve any issue with your parents, Ziwu told her. And Wenjing replied that she’d stand firm for as long as he was willing to persevere. Ziwu agreed, and Wenjing also agreed. To show to Wenjing’s parents how determined they were, the two of them rented a place for themselves. It was a one-bedroom flat in the area of Chengze Garden. When they came to Xiyuan to pack Ziwu’s things it was at the height of a sandstorm that had filled up the sky with yellow dust. The wind blew strong, forming little dust devils on the streets that kept disappearing and reappearing as rubbish bags flew about in the air as though they were birds. I had just grabbed a stray cat from the courtyard and brought it inside the room because I wanted it to catch two mice. Ziwu and Wenjing then walked in, covered in dust.

‘Brother, I want to move out,’ Ziwu announced to me.

‘What?’ I asked. I saw that Wenjing had also come with him, and I wondered if I had upset her somehow.

‘No need to be so suspicious, brother,’ Wenjing said.

I really liked that girl. She was always very straightforward, never beating about the bush.

‘I just want to put some pressure on my parents,’ she said. ‘And we also want to spend more time together.’

I supported all of that, of course. Ziwu had very few belongings, and what he had two people could easily carry away in two suitcases. Once they were done with the moving my room looked very empty, and the void in my heart grew even larger.

To tell the truth, I really didn’t want Ziwu to go. You don’t know what it is to live in such a large city and have no one to rely on, and how important it is to have a good friend around. At first I wanted to go with them to their new flat to help them arrange their new home, but then I changed my mind. Seeing their bigger flat might make me even sadder. For me, a onebedroom flat was already very big, an even bigger void for me to deal with. In rotten weather like that, a guy also couldn’t help feeling a little melancholy. I walked with them to the street, and told them to come visit often. Ziwu was also a little reluctant to go, so Wenjing spoke for him: Brother, we’ll come back, if you have the time come also to take a look at our new home. She said the word home, and that spring of dust storms suddenly warmed up a little. What a good girl she was.

Later on I would actually go there quite often. Ziwu often had me come over for drinks and meals. Sometimes I was doing business in the area around Silicon Valley, and when it was time for lunch I’d buy some duck necks, duck wings, or a portion of Sichuan boiled fish to take away and then go over to their place. Wenjing’s cooking skills were also quite good, particularly her braised carp and her spicy chicken gizzards. Every meal she prepared gave rise to complex feelings in me. I would think to myself, if later I’m able to get a wife, I should pick one who can cook well. Going further with my thoughts, I’d remember the maxim: A woman who cooks well can keep a husband. From the moment he opens his mouth you have to make sure that what he eats is memorable. That way he’ll never run away.

The flat they rented was fairly close to the spicy hot pot stall. From the alley’s entrance it was a two-hundred, perhaps a three-hundred-metre walk. It cost a thousand five hundred a month, not a small sum by any means. But they seemed able to afford it. Besides a few large pieces of furniture the landlord had provided, nothing else was added to the flat. But the couch was new, so Ziwu liked to lie on it watching TV or reading the papers. Wenjing kept going back and forth between the new flat and her family home. Where she stayed often depended on how good or bad her relationship with her parents was at any given time. That relationship was usually very strained, so most of the time she stayed at Chengze Garden. Her parents went over to the flat a couple of times to vent their anger and threaten her by saying: If you continue to mix with this guy we’ll disown you! And they also threatened Ziwu: If you continue to pester our daughter we’ll report you to the police! Of course, they never had the heart to disown her, neither did they ever report Ziwu. Wenjing was still their daughter after all. Even after all the rebuking and cursing she was still their child. But Ziwu knew how to read a situation and maintained the correct attitude. He kept an apologetic smile on his face and lowered his head in silence no matter how nastily they scolded him.

Ziwu even summoned up all the learning he had received in his life to write a letter to Wenjing’s parents. He prepared a draft first, then carefully copied it out onto another piece of paper. The general idea was the following: He was going to take very good care of Wenjing for all his life and would never betray her. He was also going to earn money diligently and change as soon as possible to a more honourable line of work. He was committed to improving Wenjing’s life as soon as he could. Moreover, he would always show his due respect to them, supporting and looking after them as though they were his own parents. He wrote with sincerity. I thought the tone of the letter was neither too humble nor too arrogant, but just right.

Before writing the letter, Ziwu asked me whether I thought it was appropriate to do so. I told him it certainly was appropriate. If they weren’t willing to communicate with him in an open and frank way, then he had to find a way to express his thoughts to them. There was also another reason why I thought it was appropriate, and that was because Ziwu had good handwriting, and that was something hard to come by. I had always believed that no one with a good handwriting could be too ignorant. I hoped that Wenjing’s parents would also think along the same lines, even if the logic in them was flawed. In his letter, Ziwu particularly stressed the issue of money. He was going to fight like a lion to make money and solve their housing situation in two to three years, he wrote. In private, Ziwu said to me: Isn’t it all a question of money in the end? If I had ten million in my hands and could give her parents whatever they wanted, they wouldn’t care a hoot whether I was a criminal or not. They might welcome me into their house three times a day even. Once you have money, no one cares what you did to make it.

After Ziwu wrote that letter there was suddenly a sort of truce between him and Wenjing’s parents. They no longer went to his door to make a fuss, and if there was any problem they would just call Wenjing on the phone. If Wenjing wasn’t home they’d just hang up without saying a word to Ziwu, just as though he didn’t exist. I don’t know whether Wenjing’s parents cared about money. But, in any case, Ziwu said to me:

‘Brother, just look around, there isn’t anyone who doesn’t love money. Don’t think that there’s anything special about Beijing. It’s the same everywhere, in the end everyone lets money have the last word.’

‘Don’t assume too much,’ I told him. ‘They can’t be so dumb as to count on the dud cheques you write.’

‘Ah, but they stopped making a fuss,’ he argued.

‘Well, what else can they do,’ I said. ‘Their daughter has already slept with you. They can’t just keep complaining about it all the time.’

‘Or maybe it’s because they see I’m on my way to making real money!’

‘Money?’ I said. ‘Can I see it?’

‘Don’t you worry, brother, I won’t disappoint any of you,’ Ziwu said through clenched teeth.

Then Ziwu began to go after his money with clenched teeth, and we got fewer and fewer chances to meet. When we happened to meet it was often because we bumped into each other on some street corner. He was busy. When I called him, he often told me he was hitting the streets real hard, either going to make a document or deliver one. There was no time even to grab a quick drink together. And if I called him at home, it was usually Wenjing who answered the phone. Sometimes it was already very late in the evening and she’d tell me he hadn’t come back yet, he had gone to Fengtai, or to Xuanwu, or to Fangshan. Damn, that boy was even going all the way to Fangshan. Among all the other document forgers I had ever met, Ziwu was almost certainly the most daring and desperate. So I said to Wenjing:

‘Tell him to take it easy. He can’t make a whole bank’s worth of money in a single day.’

‘I’ve already told him that many times,’ Wenjing said. ‘I told him my parents aren’t that much against it any more. They haven’t even mentioned the issue of money. But he doesn’t believe it. Says I’m lying to him. Brother, if you have time, talk to him. He can’t keep putting money before his own life!’

I talked to Ziwu, but he wouldn’t listen to anything I had to say.

‘You don’t get it, brother,’ he said. ‘You don’t understand what they want.’

I concluded that, in his heart, Ziwu was still stubbornly attached to his inferiority complex. And because of that inferiority complex he took too much upon himself. He believed he was absolutely right, and that money could solve any problem. And since I wouldn’t say what he wanted to hear, he wouldn’t listen to what I had to say at all. He thought he understood Beijing better than I did, and that he knew better than me how to go about establishing roots in the city. There was no way to convince him. Gradually Ziwu and I moved further apart, and soon we were going as long as a month without being in touch. He was busy making money. I was also busy making money, and also busy comforting Brother Wen, drinking and chatting with him and helping him kill time. Brother Wen was now divorced, and it was his wife who had asked for it. That piece of news struck me dumb when I heard it. His wife was forty-five. She had asked for a divorce, at that age, and also wanted it as soon as possible. She even threatened him, saying that if he didn’t grant her the divorce she’d make a notorious cuckold of him. So Brother Wen rushed back home, fast as a bullet and without packing any stuff. He told me that that woman really could make you suffer if she set her mind to it, so it was better to believe whatever she said. Brother Wen returned to Beijing ten days later, divorce concluded, also fast as a bullet. This time he said that that woman could really make you suffer, so if she asked you to do something, you’d better do it. It was only after his return that what had happened really hit him. Back home he suppressed his sadness, still picturing himself as dignified in his tragedy. But as soon as he saw me he immediately broke down, a tearful and pitiful old man.


‘Brother, my friend, I was blind!’ he proclaimed.

‘Who’s to blame if you stayed in Beijing that long?’ I asked him. ‘Your wife was asking you almost everyday to go back and you didn’t go. Now it’s done, you don’t have to go back any more. So what’s this I was blind thing? It was you who allowed Beijing to swindle you.’

‘I wasn’t just bumming around,’ Brother Wen said. ‘I was earning money for them both, living like a thief and a bandit, hiding today, fleeing the next day. How was it easy on me?’

‘Well, now it’s easy,’ I said. ‘When you’re single your whole body feels lighter.’

But once I was done taking digs at Brother Wen, I did try to console him. Seeing a fifty-year-old man crying was truly heart-breaking. I urged him to cut his grieving short and accept what had happened. Sometimes we lose, sometimes we win, I said. Can’t some people make a pile even if money’s hard to earn? Chairman Mao had put it very well, nothing in the world is difficult if you set your heart to it. Lay down what’s burdening your mind, start the machinery and be prepared for war and disasters, all for the sake of the people, and keep forging ahead. But Brother Wen said, in total dejection, brother, what else is there for me to do? Let’s go grab a drink.

I continued consoling Brother Wen for nearly a month after that, and only then did his mood become more stable. He was old, and it gets more difficult to console people as they get older. They often look tough on the outside, but in reality they are very soft inside, one single blow and they fall apart.

One day Wenjing called me out of the blue and invited me over for lunch. When I got through the door I was stunned. There were several brand-new items in the house, an ultra-thin LCD television, a top-end hi-fi system, a computer, and also a new treadmill, all with that glossiness and twinkle only the latest tech has. I asked, did you change profession? Are you selling electronics now? Wenjing said that it was all stuff Ziwu had bought recently, take a look first, then we can eat. We hadn’t gotten together in a long time. Ziwu was fooling around with the computer. He downloaded a song from the internet and then played it. It was Heroes’ Song, by Liu Huan. Great Rivers flow to the east. Through wind and fire rushing across the world. I asked Ziwu where the money for all that had come from.

‘Earned it,’ he said.

‘Where did you earn it?’

‘Where else could I earn it?’

‘Doing what?’

‘What else do I do?’

‘That’s strange. I’ve been doing the same thing for years, how come I haven’t figured out how to make so much at once?’

‘Well, that’s you,’ he said.

I had no reply to that. Ziwu was most definitely better than me in that business.

14

Lunch was absolutely delicious. The cooking skills of girls who work at convalescent homes are on another level altogether. After we finished eating, Wenjing left to go to work. I stayed with Ziwu, picking our teeth on the couch. We talked away while also watching a variety show for people with IQs below fifty on the LCD television. The screen was big, and the image on it very crisp. Having money felt good. But the more I watched it, the more I was convinced that something wasn’t right. How could Ziwu make so much money so fast? I raised my trunk and tossed the toothpick straight into the rubbish bin.

‘Ziwu,’ I said. ‘Level with your brother. Where did the money come from?’

‘Haven’t I told you already? Forging documents,’ he said.

‘What kind of documents?’

‘Just don’t ask.’

‘I most definitely have to ask.’

‘Someone gave me the money.’

Who was going to just give money to a document forger? Ziwu said that a company manager had given it to him, thirty thousand. The guy had struck lucky, he said.

About two weeks earlier he had taken up an assignment. The final product was to be delivered on a street corner not far from the client’s workplace. The client was a small-time office employee. When that client was receiving the document from Ziwu’s hands he suddenly pulled Ziwu to hide behind a tree with him and said, don’t, people, there’s some people there. He hid behind that tree so tense that he didn’t even dare to breathe too loudly. Ziwu stretched out his neck and saw a man in a suit straightening up the front of his shirt as he stepped out of a Honda. He then walked towards the building diagonally opposite, carrying a briefcase. Ziwu found the man familiar, particularly the back of his head, which was pointy, like a duck’s egg. Very few people have a head shaped like that.

‘Who’s that?’ Ziwu asked.

It was only after duck-egg-head man had disappeared into building that the employee dared speak:

‘He’s the bossman, the division manager, just promoted and very strict. If he finds out what I’m doing here I’m dead.’

‘I think I know him,’ Ziwu said. ‘What degree does he have?’

‘A master’s degree,’ the employee answered. ‘Much more impressive than this fake one I’m getting, a genuine graduate degree in international finance from Renmin University.’

‘Is his surname Liu?’

‘You really know him?’

‘That’s right,’ Ziwu answered, feeling very proud of himself. It was professional glory to him.

‘He’s very arrogant,’ the employee said. ‘He always has his back to you when he’s giving you one of his lectures, and swivels around that boss chair under his arse more than a dozen times.’

After he finished talking with the employee, Ziwu dropped it from his mind. But after he walked around the area for a while, he suddenly decided he wanted to check for himself how awesomely well duck-egg-head guy was really doing now. He called the employee and asked him to come downstairs to lead him into the building, because he wanted to see his old acquaintance Manager Liu. The employee took him inside, and exhorted him repeatedly not to utter a peep about the forged diploma business. If he said anything about it he’d be finished, he said. Ziwu told him not to worry about it. The employee took him all the way to the door of Manager Liu’s office and then left. Ziwu knocked on the door, and someone inside told him to come in. The first thing Ziwu saw when he pushed the door open was the back of a duck-egg-shaped head. It slowly turned around and two eyes suddenly shone in his direction.

‘You are?’


‘You don’t recognise me? I’m Chen Ziwu.’

‘Oh! How are you? How are you?’

They cordially shook hands. Manager Liu closed the door and then his faced dropped.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Nothing special. I was passing by and decided to come up to take a look.’

Someone else knocked on the door.

‘I’m busy now, come back in a moment!’ duck-egg-head man shouted to whoever was outside.

From the outside came the clacking of high heels walking away.

‘So what is it that you want?’

‘I don’t want anything. I’m just passing by to see you.’

Manager Liu stared at Ziwu, his fingers knocking on his expansive and purplish-red manager’s desk. Then he sat down and opened a drawer. From that drawer he took a few wads of cash, like flimsy little bricks, and placed them on the desk.

‘You can take this,’ he said. ‘And don’t let me see you in front of me ever again.’

Ziwu’s eyes opened wide. He really didn’t expect things to develop that way, and even stammered:

‘I’m not... because of this...’

‘You think it’s too little?’ duck-egg-head man asked, taking another wad of cash from the drawer and pushing it in front of Ziwu.

‘It wasn’t what I wanted from him. He gave it to me of his own initiative,’ Ziwu told me. ‘Brother, don’t lecture me. You see, I had no option but to take that money! Even if I didn’t take it he still wouldn’t believe me. So I took it. There was nothing to gain by me not taking it. Then there was another knock at the door. The guy saw me still standing there and rushed to add another wad of cash from the drawer. He then said that that was his limit, if I wanted to keep playing that game I might as well go report him. So I just stuffed the money into my pocket. Don’t blame me, I even thanked him. That guy fished money out of that drawer like it was a magic trick. I thought that if I continued standing there he’d just go on and on taking money out. Brother, you look like you still blame me, but it wasn’t my fault. Whose fault is it that he had a guilty conscience?’

‘You still shouldn’t have taken it,’ I said.

‘Here we go again... It wasn’t me who wanted to take it, it was him who insisted on giving it,’ he said. ‘If I didn’t accept it, he wouldn’t have peace of mind, maybe he’d even plot something against me once I turned my back. This morning he even called me on my phone.’

‘He still wanted to give you more money?’ I asked.

‘No, not that. He wanted me to write him a receipt, or some sort of guarantee, to end that business once and for all.’

‘Write it quickly and send it to him!’ I urged Ziwu. ‘And don’t do that kind of thing again.’

‘I won’t send it to him. If he wants it, he can come pick it up himself. I hardly bought anything with this money. I haven’t even bought a fully automatic washing machine yet. The weather’s getting cold and I feel very sorry for Wenjing’s hands when she’s washing clothes.’

‘Ok, you stop right there,’ I said. ‘Don’t tell Wenjing anything, don’t tell anything to anyone. And you promise me you won’t fool around like that any more. If something happens, what’s Wenjing going to do? She risked everything to come live with you here.’


‘I know. But what I do or don’t do is all for her sake. Brother, I have this clear in my mind. I still need to make money. Even if her parents agreed to her living here, without money I can’t hold my head up at their place.’

Ziwu was very stubborn and refused to quit that logic of his. I couldn’t understand my cousin. After all that I was always worried sick about him. That boy had a wild heart and you could never tell what he was up to. So every now and then I called him on the phone to remind him in very strong terms that he had an other half to worry about, and had to think things over very clearly before doing anything. He’d then give me a thousand and one reasons why I shouldn’t worry about him and Wenjing. And in that one regard he didn’t disappoint me. Four months later he announced to me that he and Wenjing were getting a marriage licence, had saved up enough to make a down payment on a home, and would also hold a wedding ceremony. Those four months were four months of tranquillity.

Tranquillity, now that’s a very fine word. When I thought about Ziwu and Wenjing during that time they reminded me that the best possible life was indeed something one could describe as smooth sailing, that is, when you can attain what you’d wished for.

Getting a marriage certificate is a major milestone in life, and so I was going to be with them on the day they were getting theirs. I bought a bag of duck necks and sat on the bus, eating, watching the scenery outside pass by, and really enjoying the flavour of mala pepper. My cousin was getting married. Beijing had really changed a lot in these past few years. You wouldn’t notice the changes happening in any short period of time, but if you set your gaze on the longer term you could easily see the big changes time had brought about. When I had first arrived in Beijing, Haidian was still a place full of undeveloped land and single-storey houses. It was old and dilapidated, and when bicycles went by they kicked a heap of dust up in the air. But after only a few short years all those buildings now cast their shadows on the lands to the south of the Haidian Overpass, as though they had sprouted out of the ground overnight. There was reinforced concrete everywhere, and everywhere sunshine was reflected on the glass façades, glinting down to the pavement. Everywhere you went you felt reflected sunlight shining down on you, as Beijing became a huge glass city. Glass was ubiquitous, reflected sunshine was ubiquitous. Temperatures in Beijing also grew higher by the day, just like house prices, which only kept going up and up. Ziwu was getting married, and he was about to realise his dream of setting up a home in Beijing. I thought that was amazing. He would have then a much stronger connection with the city than I ever had. I had no real connection with Beijing, I realised. Eating from that bag of spicy duck necks gave rise to many conflicting emotions inside of me. I thought that maybe I should really go back to my hometown and find myself a job that was worth spending a lifetime on. The saying goes, a man should be able to be established at age thirty, to get married and have a career. I was already over thirty, and my hands were empty.

The Bureau of Civil Affairs was opposite Shuang’an Market. It was full of people who were there to get married. Some of them were radiant with joy. That was to be expected, weddings are referred to as joyous occasions after all. But others looked burdened with worries. That I didn’t understand too well. It looked like they were being forced to get married against their will. I wanted to approach some of those people and talk to them, tell them that if they couldn’t smile on an occasion like that then they’d better turn around and leave. When I arrived I found only Wenjing there, sitting on one of the chairs in the main hall with very rosy cheeks. She was noticeably thrilled to be there. Anyone who really wanted to get married would be thrilled to be there. She beckoned me to sit down and said that Ziwu got a phone call on the way there. There was some important matter he had to deal with quickly before coming, but he’d be there right away. What a damn rogue, I thought. Could there be any matter more important than his getting married? I told her I’d give him a call.

‘He said he’ll be here soon,’ Wenjing stopped me. ‘He also said you’re always lecturing him and telling him that he should focus on what he does and be dedicated to his work. But he doesn’t want to do this work any more, not after getting the marriage certificate. He said he wants to find a good job.’

I thought it was good that he wanted to quit the business. Should have done it earlier indeed. But I averted my gaze in shame. I was the one who had taken him into the business. Then I noticed Wenjing’s wedding sweets inside a sweets bag and asked:

‘Can I have some in advance?’

‘Oh, I forgot,’ Wenjing said, immediately taking a couple sweets out and giving them to me. ‘He said we should make it a little classier, so the sweets are all top-quality chocolate.’

I liked to hear that they were chocolates and put the two pieces into my mouth at once. They were so sweet my teeth hurt and tears came out of my eyes. It was the day my cousin was getting married, and all that sweetness, and all those people who seemed to be brides and bridegrooms walking around here and there. The weather was also good, with almost no wind. In Beijing, days without wind are almost unimaginable. The air was filled with a sweet fragrance that seemed to come from nowhere.

Then it was half past ten and Ziwu hadn’t shown up yet. I watched as couple after couple went in and came out. Wenjing and I both started to grow anxious. I called him. The phone rang for a long time but no one picked up. Then immediately after I got a call back. It was Ziwu.

‘Where are you?’ I asked, very angry at him for making money the most important thing all the time.

‘Brother... brother...’ Ziwu said falteringly. It sounded also like the microphone was picking up some wind noise, some indistinct crackling and hissing. That noise had me scared. ‘Wenjing... Wenjing...’ he spoke again.

I passed the phone to Wenjing at once.

‘Ziwu, where are you? Where are you? Where are you Ziwu?’ she repeated.

Ziwu didn’t reply. Wenjing kept repeating, hello, hello, for a very long time. All she could hear was Ziwu mumbling something indistinct.

‘Brother, did something happen to Ziwu?’ Wenjing turned to me and asked, squeezing the phone back into my hand. Her whole body was shaking, and the next moment tears were running down her cheeks.

‘Brother, did anything happen to Ziwu? Brother, where’s Ziwu?’ she kept asking. Suddenly she was enormously distressed.

But I didn’t know anything. I dialed Ziwu’s number once again. I let it ring to the end, and he didn’t pick it up. I tried three more times, then asked Wenjing if she knew where Ziwu went. She said she wasn’t sure. She had only heard him murmuring the name of a place on the phone, apparently somewhere in Liulangzhuang. Liulangzhuang was beyond the Fourth Ring Road, if you go a little further you’ll find nothing but wasteland. When the thought struck me, my hair stood on end. I figured something really bad had happened to him, and asked for Wenjing’s opinion at once. Should I go to the police? Wenjing had no opinion to give. She was shaking like a leaf. Go, go, she said.

Three hours later the police found Ziwu on an overgrown empty lot two kilometres away from Liulangzhuang. He was lying flat on his back, his legs in a contorted position suggestive of agony. His left hand was clutching a few strands of grass and some soil, and his right hand was holding his mobile phone, flipped open. He had already begun to go stiff, his wide-open eyes staring blankly up at the sky. Low on his neck there was a gash made with a blade. His newly-bought shirt and brown suit both had large bloodstains, and the soil directly under his head was wet and purplish red. His new leather shoes also had a lot of mud and dirt on them. When Wenjing saw him she let out a shriek that made her legs go limp. The bag of sweets fell to the ground, scattering the chocolates in their brightly coloured wrappings all around. Then Wenjing began to cry, but she cried without letting out any sound. Her wailing was stuck in her throat, trying and failing to come out with each spasm. I patted her on her back, but it would still not come out. A policeman told me to take her away and go find a place for her to sit and calm down a little. Not very far away we found two large stones by the side of a path. I had to prop Wenjing up the whole way there. She had no reaction, she was like a plant. When we were about to sit down, I spotted some writing on one of the stones. It was Ziwu’s handwriting, there was no mistaking it:

Dear wife, I decided to quit this business today. From now on it will be Heaven on Earth for us.

‘Ziwu’s writing, look! Ziwu wrote that!’ I said, pointing at the stone.

Wenjing slowly turned her head around, her whole body shook in a few violent spasms, and then her wailing came out. The wails came out long and sorrowful, and one after the other like waves.

The police had no trouble solving the case. The Public Security officers managed to recover all the contact numbers in Ziwu’s mobile phone, and investigated them one by one. They found the killer very quickly. He was an executive in charge of the advertisement department in a newspaper company. At his interrogation he declared that he hadn’t planned to kill anyone. He said that Ziwu had grown too greedy, and kept extorting him. When they met that time, they agreed that that was the last payment to be made, but when he noticed that the clothes Ziwu wore to collect the money were so new and neat, he got very upset and insulted him, nothing to make a big fuss about really, he said, just something about his wife. Ziwu became enraged and pounced on him. A wrestle ensued. The fruit knife was in Ziwu’s pocket, probably brought along for self-protection in case he got into any dangerous situation. When he was wrestling with Ziwu, the guy touched the knive by chance and, in haste, took it out of Ziwu’s pocket and swiped it against his neck. He didn’t imagine that by doing that he’d slice open an artery. When he saw all the blood, he panicked and ran away. Only when he got to the road did he realise that he still had the knife in his hand. He then found a ditch and tossed it in. The police found the ditch and fished out the fruit knife. It really was Ziwu’s. And Ziwu probably wrote the words on the stone while he was waiting for the man to show up.

The police investigation also found out that Ziwu had extorted at least nine people. They had all left their contact number with him when getting forged documents done. The police also searched the flat in Chengze Garden and found an address book the size of a mobile phone, and also a bankbook hidden under the couch. In the address book there was a long list of names and phone numbers. The police had already contacted a portion of the people and discovered that the names of those who had already been extorted were ticked. The bankbook indicated a total of 192,300 yuan in his account.
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After what happened to Ziwu, I began to suffer from insomnia. I couldn’t sleep because, as soon as I closed my eyes, I saw Ziwu in front of me running the whole course of his life, from a very small child to adulthood. I was five the first time I saw him, not long after I’d started having my first memories. Ziwu had just been born, and his face was wrinkled like that of an old man. I remember not liking it at all, and refusing to take a second look at him. Then he started to grow, and gradually he came to look better, and then he became just another child around me and not just a baby. He liked to follow behind me, clapping his little hands. He also liked to headbutt my butt and say, moo-moo pulled back home yet? And are they there yet? I’d say, no, not yet. He grew bigger, and developed a mind full of petty mischief. Whenever he did something wrong he’d try to pin the blame on me. I had already got used to having a little brother I was always taking blame for. He grew taller and became an adult, and then went on to live on his own terms, so gradually we moved apart. Then he came to Beijing, and we were brothers once again. But once again he drifted away from me and from my life. I was a little saddened by this at the time, and worried about him even more. But was also happy for him, and proud of him. I hoped that his life would be all smooth sailing. Smooth sailing, my little brother’s sailing came to an abrupt end. Someone brought it to an end. Thinking of it made my head hurt and my nose tingle with the tears I wouldn’t let out. I opened my eyes, and when I opened them I wondered once again how I should explain what had happened to my aunt and uncle, and how to explain it to my own parents. They’d be in Beijing in two days. How would I be able to open my mouth at all?

Those days, I was constantly calling Wenjing on the phone. In fact, I also didn’t know what to say to her about it. I just wanted to let her know that there was someone willing to share with her that enormous void Ziwu had left behind, and that the void was even greater to him, who was Ziwu’s brother and had seen him growing up. I told her that my aunt was coming, and Wenjing offered to go with me to the station to pick them up. She said, crying, that she wanted to see Ziwu’s parents. She also said she felt like she had to offer them some support.

I waited for her outside the building where she lived. It was painful to see her when she came downstairs. She had pinned a piece of black cloth to her sleeve. At a different time, she was such a lively girl full of energy, but now she had very little make-up on, and just looked wilted. Her hair, her face, all of herself, just wilted. Only her eyes still looked alive, but it was only because they were swollen red from so much crying and wiping. She looked like an old piece of scrap paper that had slowly drifted down from upstairs.

‘Brother,’ she said.

The tears I had been holding back came to my eyes. Wasn’t it enough for me to waste myself away in Beijing? Did I also have to bring Ziwu?

Furongli, 27th March 2007

Haidian South Road, 6th January 2008



Rock Paper Scissors
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The sun was already half way down, the day was coming to an end. I rolled on the throttle to go faster, but the shadow ahead of my motorbike only got longer the more I chased it. A lorry loaded with bricks drove past, kicking dust all the way up to the sky. It forced me to turn my face aside and slow down. And as I slowed down I spotted two restaurants by the roadside. Each one of them had a lady in red standing in front and beckoning me to come over. I rode even slower and waited for the dust to settle. The two ladies took the chance and came running in my direction, both at the same time.

‘Hey brother, wanna get something to eat?’ they both asked.

They were too eager, and that made me suspicious. I rolled the throttle and took the bike a short distance further ahead. But my stomach indeed rumbled, twice in a row now, a hunger that was hard to bear. I slowed down again, prompting the ladies to call after me again:


‘Hey brother!’

I turned the handlebar, crossed the road at an angle, and stopped in front of yet another small restaurant on the opposite side. The entrance to that restaurant was deserted, but it was free of any puddled waste water. A shining and bright wooden sign hung from the lintel. On that sign three characters in the Shu Tong calligraphic style were carved and painted red. Ji Tian Jia, the House of Ji and Tian. A woman, having heard the roar of my motorbike, stepped out. She had her sleeves rolled up to the crooks of her arms and held a few stalks of celery in her right hand.

‘Would you like to eat something?’ she asked me.

I nodded, then parked the motorbike and went inside. There was a total of fifteen tables in the restaurant, and

I was the only customer. The clock on the wall was also an advertisement for Flying Horse cigarettes. As I turned to look at it the woman placed the menu in front of me. The time was 5:57. It was an afternoon in early November, and the wind that rushed past me on the road already had a quite strong autumn flavour to it. I picked up the menu and saw again, this time printed in colour, the three characters for Ji Tian Jia.

‘The name of your restaurant?’ I asked the owner.

‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘I opened it with my husband. His surname is Ji, mine’s Tian.’

It was such a nice name. It had indeed been the name that attracted me there in the first place. It reminded me of when I was still at university, many years earlier, and a new restaurant popped up in an up-and-coming part of town. That restaurant was called Yoshinoya, which was written with similar characters. It certainly did look like a Japanese name. I took another look at the owner. She wasn’t stunningly beautiful, but her features were pleasantly fresh. Her face was both clean and tough. Certainly not Japanese.

I ordered two vegetable dishes, a beer, and a bowl of beef noodles. She told me to wait a moment and went through a curtained doorway behind the bar counter. Next I heard the sound of a knife falling repeatedly on a chopping board, a fast beat, but gentle at the same time. She was skilled with the knife.

My phone rang. I searched for it inside my backpack and saw that Lu Ming had sent me two messages. The first one was:

My mind is a little confused.

And the second was:

Where are you off to? What are you planning to do?

The first message I had already seen. Now he had texted me again, with the same sort of message. The first message he had sent at around three o’clock. I had stopped at a town called Xinzhuang and was buying myself some mineral water when I got it. I was just opening the bottle as the phone rang. I didn’t reply then. Now he was insisting again. It made me furious all of a sudden, and I replied with venom:

You fucking finished with it or not?

He was the one who had convinced me to quit together with him to begin with. And in a matter of days, less than a month in fact, he could no longer bear it. He turned back and picked up again that same rice bowl he had thrown away. He thought I wouldn’t find out. In early October we were standing in front of the door to the school principal’s office.

‘Really can’t go on?’ I asked him.

‘No doubt, I had enough long ago,’ he said.

‘Me too,’ I replied.


We walked into the principal’s office together and, without saying a word, placed our resignation notices before him. The principal slowly rolled his eyes before turning his gaze to us. But we left his office without waiting for him to tell us what to do. Feeling as though we had received some grand amnesty, we went straight to our dormitory to clear up our stuff and then be off. We were free. We no longer had to see the sad faces of the children and the faces of the school’s leadership. And we both believed that we were resigning out of conscious rebellion. We were very passionate about it at the time, and saw ourselves on the absolute moral high ground. We were even perplexed at ourselves for having stayed in such an environment for four years.

Work wasn’t really easy, but the heavy workload was never the problem. If you’re young you can teach as many as eight classes a day, whereas normally others would teach four. The problem was that, in our middle school, located in a remote little town, salaries were absurdly low. Fiscal responsibility measures were in effect locally, and so the payment of salaries was unified under the township’s government. In a township where living standards are far lower than in other townships nearby, one can well imagine what that meant for our salary levels. And, as if that wasn’t enough, the leadership in our township decided that every month they would only pay out 56% of our salaries. So, in reality, the salary reaching our hands was less than what a laid off worker in a city would receive in unemployment benefits. Then there were the delays. It was normal for us to queue up in October to collect the salaries from July. Teachers who had connections would often pull strings and ask to be transferred to other places in order to survive. The only ones who remained were poor wretches like myself and Lu Ming, who clung on obstinately.

And, as though they were not yet satisfied with the overall situation, the leadership also created an elimination system. The teacher whose class scored lowest on average in the final examination would have to pay a fine, which was to be taken out of his or her salary. If that happened twice in a row, the teacher in question would be asked to leave. So, for the sake of those final exam averages, teachers relinquished all courtesy and seemed always on the verge of jumping at each other’s throat with a knife. They tried all sorts of creative ways to increase those averages, and would even take the place of their students at the examination room if they could. Secretly undermining other teachers and students became an almost tacitly accepted practice.

But none of that was the primary reason why Lu Ming and I decided to resign. For neither of us was money the most important thing. It wasn’t that we didn’t like money, but rather that we needed relatively little of it. We were both bachelors, and couldn’t spend much money even if we had it to spend. Moreover, in such an isolated backwater, there wasn’t anywhere in the whole township to spend as little as two hundred yuan.

Before we resigned, we had tried to get kids who had dropped out back into the classroom. At the beginning of the new school term, Lu Ming’s class and mine had suddenly lost a combined total of fourteen students. At the beginning of the first grade those two classes had fifty students in total. During the first semester of the first grade two students dropped out. Four more dropped out during the second semester. And when second grade started, only thirty were still there. At the beginning kids behind their broken desks filled the entire classroom. Now they were desolately dispersed here and there across the classroom. It made one really sad just to look at those old and faded school desks, now empty. Other classes had also lost students. But none lost as many as Lu Ming’s and mine did. And the reason was that their families couldn’t afford the 298 yuan semester’s tuition, or perhaps weren’t willing to spend it.

So we decided to go to the students’ homes to get them all back. This was also sort of required from us, as the higher-ups took a very dim view of the school losing students. There was no other way. We couldn’t just stand by and watch as those kids, as young as thirteen or fourteen, simply drift out of society. Everyone knows what that leads to. There was one day early on when I was out buying some shaobing cakes and saw the owner of the shaobing store beating a kid in front of the oven, only because that kid had undercharged some customer by fifty cents. That kid had been my student, and he had dropped out during the first semester of the first grade. I told the owner that it was normal to make a mistake every now and then, who doesn’t make them? The owner replied that the kid had made a mistake not only once, but many times. If he continued making mistakes, he said, he’d be firing that shaobing oven at a loss. So why don’t you let him continue his studies? I asked the owner. Whether someone has a good brain or not has nothing to do with studying, the owner said. Like my younger son, he said, his little brother. He’s only in the fifth grade, and never makes a mistake with money. While we were out and about looking for the students, I told this story to Lu Ming.

‘What a coincidence,’ Lu Ming said. ‘Among the fourteen students who have now just disappeared is the shaobing shop owner’s younger son.’

When we arrived at the shaobing shop the owner was teaching his younger son how to prepare shaobing dough for the oven, while the elder kid carried a basket with the finished product to go sell them outside. As soon as he saw us the owner sent his younger son to another room. The kid had his face covered in flour, and his little dark eyes shifted in every direction. He didn’t want to go. The owner huffed at him for not being gone yet. The kid sniffed and disappeared.

‘The two teachers want to buy shaobing?’ the owner asked us.

‘No,’ Lu Ming said. ‘Just let the kid continue his studies.’

The owner squinted at us.

‘Continue his studies? What studies?’

‘Isn’t it only 298 yuan? Can’t you make up for it with a few more batches of shaobing? The kid has really good marks.’

‘Do you think I bake money in that oven?’ the owner retorted. ‘Even if his marks are good, can you eat marks like you can eat shaobing?’

‘If he continues to study well, he can get into a university. He won’t have to bake shaobing.’

‘Get into a university? Teacher, you must be joking. People from this place can leave here to go to university? That’s not for us. I know my sons. From our ancestors’ graves no fine vine like that will ever grow. No, thanks.’

‘What if he gets in?’

‘And what if he doesn’t? Where will the money come from during all those years? Won’t it be me here making batch after batch of shaobing? Maybe it’s easy for me to spend my days with my head stuck in that oven from morning to evening. Look at this hair, burned so much now there’s only a little left.’


He showed us his thinning hair.

‘At least for him to learn a little more…’

‘And what for? Making shaobing isn’t like making an atomic bomb. This kid here has only the fifth grade and never made a mistake with money. Those two extra years of study are for nothing. Each semester two hundred yuan, you do the counting, how many shaobing is that?’

The owner remained as unmoved as the shaobing oven itself, didn’t accept anything we said, and, just like that oven, could only understand things in terms of shaobing. There was nothing to be done, so we left his shop in disappointment. As we stepped out we saw the kid hiding behind a large tree in the courtyard. He popped out his head from behind the tree to steal a glance at us, then his dark eyes shifted from side to side. I turned to look at him for a moment, and remembered that in his last maths exam he had scored 98, the second highest mark overall.

There had also been a girl who dropped out so that her family could save money for her younger brother to build a large tile-roofed house and get married. When we got to her house we discovered that her younger brother was only four and was still being carried in his mother’s arms, clinging to his mother’s breast and crying for milk. I asked her father why he didn’t let the girl continue her studies. The father said:

‘You need to ask? Girls can’t learn very well, and if she learns well it’s for her husband’s family to benefit. You see, I have a son who’s four. If I don’t save some money for him, how will he find a wife later? You say the girl learns well? Then you pay for her studies. I don’t have money anyway.’

That man was self-righteous, a bully, and once again we left having achieved nothing. That girl accompanied us out of the village, tears running down her cheeks the whole way. But also in that case there was nothing we could do. It was only at the moment when we were already stepping on the bus to leave that she began to sob loudly. It was then that the idea of giving it all up came to me. I thought there was really no point in what we were doing.

Of those fourteen kids we only managed to get two back, and only after much arguing and pleading. In order to get one of them back we even guaranteed that he would eventually get into university. Lu Ming and I exchanged glances as we left that kid’s home. How could we guarantee that? And why did we do it? In short, we had already had enough of that preposterous farce. We’d been on the road for several days, and all I wanted to do was to cry.

It was when we were writing the report on the outcome of our visits that Lu Ming suggested that we should resign. He held up the report we were writing. It only had two names on it.

‘I can’t do this damn work any more,’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ I replied.

‘You can’t either?’

‘No.’

‘So we resign together?’

‘Okay,’ I said.

Lu Ming started to pace back and forth inside the office like Lenin. Suddenly he took a five-cent coin from his pocket and showed it to me.

‘National emblem facing up we resign?’ he asked.

‘Okay,’ I said.

He flipped the coin, launching it towards the ceiling. It hit a layer of dust up there first, before falling down and rolling for a long time on the floor. It went on rolling until it stopped under the geography teacher’s desk. Lu Ming went down to the floor and, with his butt sticking out, squeezed himself under the desk. Carefully as though he was holding a precious diamond, he took the coin without turning it around.

‘We got emblem,’ he said.

I put down the book I had in my hand with a bang and said:

‘Quick, let’s write the resignation notices.’

After handing in our resignation notices we went back to our dormitory to pack our things. Besides a few books, some linens and clothes, all we had each was a second-hand motorbike from a second-rate brand and mobile phones with increasingly short standby time because the batteries were long in the tooth. We could say without hesitation that it took us four years of work to be able to finally afford those items.

That was how we resigned, neat and clean, like taking off a jacket. And we left confused and disoriented, just like we were when we first arrived at the middle school carrying with us nothing but a small bag with our belongings and the zeal and passion for the cause of rural education.

But now Lu Ming had sobered up all by himself. Nearly a month after quitting he suddenly realised that having a steady job that kept food on the table was very important. He couldn’t just give up on it, so back he went. I learned that from my mother. She told me over the phone, brief and to the point, that Lu Ming had gone back, and then asked about me, what was I going to do?

I had been left behind, and when it happened the feeling of indignation and the martyr mentality suddenly lost most of their punch. I couldn’t understand why. Was it because I also couldn’t let go of the job? It didn’t feel like that was the case. Perhaps the anger I had now was only due to having been betrayed and discarded. It was as though my original rebellion had lost its force and meaning all at once, and turned into a ridiculous stunt. But that only made me even angrier. So I fired off another message:

I’ll roll as far as I need to!
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The side dishes tasted good, and the beer was refreshing. For the first time ever there was for me some sweetness in drinking beer. Having a drink felt good. I downed that first beer without effort, and then ordered another one. That was very unusual for me. My friends used to call me Yang One Drink, because whenever I was drinking with them I would only have one drink, no matter how many rounds they all wanted to have. The second drink would simply not go down. I would just hold it with my fingers and keep moving it from side to side, while I would begin to look as sad and despondent as the drink I had in my hand.

The day I resigned I went back home with my luggage. I told my mother that the school had given me a few days off. My mother looked at me a little perplexed, grumbled a thing or two, and then left me alone. When, two weeks later, I was still at home, reading books in bed with my feet up, it dawned on her that something wasn’t quite right, so she asked what was up with me.

‘I quit.’ I told her the truth, doing my best to sound nonchalant about it.


‘You weren’t fired?’ she asked.

‘No. I quit of my own accord,’ I said.

‘You quit,’ mother said, slowly sitting down on a chair. ‘What are you going to do now?’

‘I’ll think about that later,’ I said. ‘All I know now is that I can’t go on.’

Mother rose from her chair to scold me:

‘You quit for no reason at all! You think it’s easy to get a safe job that’ll feed you come rain or shine? You think it was easy for us to get you into university? And then you quit just because you felt like it!’

‘I didn’t want to do that work any more,’ I said. ‘I felt really bad doing it.’

‘Could you be feeling any worse than we do now?’ my father asked, suddenly appearing at the door with something in his hand. ‘I just went out to borrow an axe and everyone was asking me why my son’s at home the whole day. Doesn’t he have classes to teach? What was I supposed to say?’

I sat up and looked at my father. He was indeed carrying an axe in his hand. In the courtyard there was a big pile of wood that needed chopping. They were right. It wasn’t easy to get a kid into university, especially from a place like the one where we lived. It’s difficult to make people understand really how hard it is for kids there to get into university. All kids there look very smart, but they simply don’t do well at school. I was the first kid on the street where we lived to pass through a university’s entrance gate, and I barely made it there. It goes without saying as well that I was also the first one there to make it to a secure job. All parents along my street wanted their own kids to follow my example. And I couldn’t make sense of it.


‘I’m going to chop wood,’ I said, getting out of bed to take the axe from my father’s hand. Father recoiled, and as he did so the axe’s silvery white blade grazed his leg and it started to bleed. I wanted to wrap the wound, but father stayed decidedly put where he was, standing like a log, the axe still in his hand. He didn’t allow me to touch his leg.

‘You might as well chop me,’ he said.

My head swam. I was aware of how serious the situation was. I went to the toilet first, then took a small backpack and crammed it with a few clothes, a book, and the savings I still had left. Then I climbed onto my motorbike and left, planning to hide somewhere for a couple of days, to let things cool off a little back at home. I rode across the countryside on my motorbike, leaving each place just as fast as I had reached it. It felt good to be on the road, seeing sights different from the ones I was used to at home. And the further I went, the faster I rode. I had never seen so many different roads in my entire life.

I got drunk, and when the beef noodles arrived I could only eat them one noodle at a time, moving my hand slowly, like a robot. The owner asked me whether the food was good. I said yes, it was good indeed. But I couldn’t go on eating. I picked a single noodle up and watched dusk fall. My original plan was to stop for dinner at the next town down the road. I had inquired about it and been told that it was less than twenty kilometres away. But I felt unbearably hungry at the time, and that gap in my stomach was almost knocking me off my bike. That was only my second meal of the day. The owner went behind the curtained doorway once again and I heard the splish-splashing of her washing vegetables.

A peal of loud and coarse laughter rang out in the distance outside, and it moved closer and closer. Soon a group of five men stood by the entrance, obstructing it completely. Their heads and faces were covered in dust. They strolled in and plumped themselves down on the chairs. One of them rapped the table and shouted:

‘Miss Tian! Landlady! You have customers!’

The owner answered from the kitchen that she was coming, then she reappeared through the curtained door shaking water off her wet arms.

‘How many people? What do you want to eat?’ she asked them.

‘The usual!’ said a red-faced man with a beard even messier than his hair. ‘What d’you say?’ he asked the others.

The other four men all agreed, the usual. It looked like red-faced man was the leader.

‘Okay,’ the owner said. ‘Then it’s going to be five beers and five bowls of shredded pork noodles.’

‘Hey, girl, there’s no rush. We’re not in a hurry,’ red-faced man said. The other four burst out laughing at that.

But both beer and noodles arrived very fast. The beer came first, and they drank it directly from the bottle, no need for glasses. Then there was some clattering of pots, some frying, stirring, boiling, and a large tray with five giant bowls of shredded pork noodles was brought in. The men lamented the swiftness of the service, then drank their beer and ate their noodles. There was some more splish-splash in the kitchen, I continued to eat my noodles one by one, and meanwhile it got completely dark outside. From my seat I could see the lights of the two other restaurants across the road, and a few people eating under those lights. The owner then sat across from me at my table, bringing with her a bowl of egg noodles. She also brought a small plate of pickled potherb mustard she had prepared herself. That stuff has a pungent taste, and goes well with rice or noodles. She motioned me to have some of it too.

The men kept their heads clumped together and went on cracking a stream of jokes. Then red-faced man’s voice rose above those of the others:

‘Hey, landlady! Where’s your husband? Didn’t you say he was coming back today?’

‘Doctor said one more day,’ the owner said. ‘He’ll be discharged from hospital tomorrow.’

‘Again it’s tomorrow,’ laughed another man, speaking with a lisp. ‘It’s always some time later. He isn’t coming back, is he?’

‘Who said that?’ the owner said, unruffled. ‘Those things with the bones, they need to take their time to treat. If he’s rushed out and ends up lame, then what do we do?’

‘Hey Lamey, she’s talking about you!’ joked yet another one.

‘Bollocks!’ said the one who went by Lamey. ‘I’m a much more handsome cripple than little Ji!’

The group burst into laughter again.

‘Landlady, who’s he?’ Lamey asked, meaning me. ‘His face’s so white!’

‘My cousin,’ she replied. ‘From my hometown.’

‘You have a lot of relatives, uh?’ Lamey said. ‘When they have some time they just come over for a visit. Wasn’t Old Ji also your cousin at first? A close cousin, so close he became a husband!’

Lamey once again succeeded in making all the others burst out laughing.

‘How about this cousin?’ another one continued, pointing at me with his chopsticks. ‘Is he close enough to become a new husband?’

They were talking about me, and I didn’t know why the owner wanted to tell them I was her cousin.

‘That’s all bollocks,’ red-faced man laughed, revealing a mouth full of rotten teeth. ‘He’s cousin during the day and husband at night!’

The owner was sweating at the tip of her nose and her face had flushed a deep red.

‘Please don’t mind that,’ she whispered to me. ‘Do it as a favour, and please don’t take it to heart.’

Then, raising her voice, she said:

‘Stop talking rubbish. My cousin will get married, and his girlfriend is a hundred times more beautiful than me.’

‘That’s bollocks!’ red-faced man exclaimed. ‘If you can score one more why not score one more? Girl still thinks that one more’s one too many!’

I stood up, grabbed my bottle of beer, which was still half full, and smashed it against the edge of the table. Beer splashed out on me and on the owner’s face. With the broken bottle in my hand I went for red-faced man.

‘Say that again!’ I threatened him.

Red-faced man gaped at me, his chest heaving, and his face also turned paler. Lamey held him back by the shoulders, while the other three held him by the arms. Don’t move boss, don’t get angry, they were saying. The owner also rushed to hold my hand back, the one that was holding the broken bottle. Cousin, no need for that, it was just a joke, don’t get angry, come back and eat your food, listen to me cousin, she pleaded, also blinking at me insistently. I lowered my hand slowly, my eyes still narrowed and fixed on red-faced man. I also had bloodshot eyes for sure. Red-faced man remained motionless for a long time, then slapped the table and announced:

‘Let’s pay! We’re leaving!’

Lamey told one of the other men to produce some money and pay, and then with one of the others he took red face by the arm and dragged him out of the restaurant. Once they left the owner heaved a sigh of relief.

‘I was scared to death,’ she said.

And after a while she added:

‘I’m really sorry. You don’t need to pay for your food.’

I said no way, I’d pay what I had to pay, none of that had been her fault.

‘Nothing I can do,’ the owner said. ‘My husband injured his leg in a crash and is in hospital now. Without a man in the house they just come and bully.’

I told her not to worry, and insisted on paying. Then I sat down again and finished my noodles. Two more customers came in and I kept an eye on them as though it was my job. Luckily, they only wanted to eat. Once the owner was done serving them she sat down across from me again. She asked where I was from and what I was doing there. I said I was from a place some two hundred kilometres away, and told her I was just wandering about, enjoying myself a bit.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘It’s very dangerous to be away from home all by yourself like that. Do you have a place to go?’

‘I don’t,’ I said. ‘I was thinking of getting to the next town and then finding a small hotel there.’

‘Why don’t you stay here?’ she offered. ‘It’s already dark.’

‘No, no, I’m just about to leave,’ I said.

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ she got up and said with embarrassment. ‘What I mean is that it’s already very late, not the best time to be on the road. You can rest for the night before continuing.’

‘It’s all right,’ I said, laying down the chopsticks and reaching for my backpack. ‘I ride fast,’ I added, already making for the door.
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Only two kilometres later I ran out of fuel. Night’s darkness on the road was deep. There were neither cars nor people anywhere, nothing stirred around me, and all I heard was the chirping of insects in the wilderness. The whole area was originally deserted. Those three little roadside restaurants had only popped up there because of a brick factory and a cement plant that operated nearby. I went on pushing my bike, but after only half a kilometre or so I was already out of breath and panting. I decided that it was best to turn around and go back to the House of Ji and Tian, otherwise I would certainly pass out from exhaustion and die on the road that night.

By the time I got there it was almost nine o’clock and the owner was closing her business for the night. When she saw me helplessly appearing under the light of the lamp in front of her door she greeted me with a question:

‘Did you run out of fuel?’

‘Yeah,’ I replied.

‘Come on in,’ she said. ‘There’s no filling station nearby.’

She moved three tables away to make space for my motorbike inside her restaurant. It fitted just right. From outside two men came in. Seeing that the door was half closed they turned to the owner and asked:

‘Still open for business?’


She looked at me. I understood what she meant and said:

‘Still open. We can make whatever you want to eat.’

Two beers and two bowls of noodles were enough to send them away. I wondered why they all wanted to eat noodles. The owner told me that it was because it was cheap and easy to cook. They were all poor labourers, did I expect them to be eating exotic delicacies?

After the two customers left, the owner shut the door and bolted it down. Things got a little more awkward with only the two of us inside.

‘Go wash up,’ she said. ‘Do you have toothbrush and towel?’

I said I had them and took my toiletries out of my backpack. She instructed me to enter through the curtained doorway and cross the kitchen. That took me to a little courtyard, at the centre of which there was a well, and next to that stood a bucket still half full with water.

After I finished my washing the owner told me that my bed was ready and that I could go to sleep. My heart thumped as I followed her into a small room. Inside that room there was a double bed, a wardrobe, and a bedside table. Those filled about all the space there was. The duvet was arranged neatly on the bed.

‘You sleep here,’ the owner said. ‘I’ll sleep in front.’

By that she meant in the restaurant.

‘I’ll sleep in front,’ I said, and walked out of the room. ‘All I need is a place to lie down.’

‘You sleep here,’ she insisted. ‘Because I… caused you so much… inconvenience.’

She didn’t sound like she used the word inconvenience very often.


‘I’ll sleep in front,’ she said. ‘Also makes it easier for me to tidy things up in the morning.’

I continued to firmly refuse. She hesitated for a while, then took her hand from behind her back and said:

‘We play rock, paper, scissors. The one who loses sleeps here.’

‘Okay,’ I said.

We hid our hands behind our backs.

‘What’re you gonna do?’ she asked abruptly.

‘Rock,’ I said.

‘Okay,’ she laughed. ‘One, two, three, go!’

I did rock, she did scissors. Rock breaks scissors. She lost.

‘You really did rock?’

‘Of course. Didn’t I tell you I would?’

‘I thought you were trying to trick me,’ she said.

‘I never trick anyone,’ I said, and went off to the restaurant at once.

She put six tables together and unfolded a mat and some bedding on top of them. When I lay down on the tables they creaked a little, but once I had settled into position the creaking stopped and there was silence. A whole day on the road had really tired me out, so when I lay my head down my mind sunk into such a stupor that I even forgot to turn the light off. Already barely awake, I heard the owner approaching and switching off the light. In the middle of the night my phone woke me up, its relentless ringtone set to the tune of Jingle Bells. I felt I couldn’t get up and fully intended to let it ring till it stopped on its own. But then the light came on. It was the owner in her nightgown standing next to the switch and pointing at my backpack. With her hair dishevelled like that she had a sort of beauty that was both sensual and serene. I was in a daze. The phone stopped ringing, and then began ringing again. I took it out of the backpack, sorely regretting having forgot to turn it off before going to sleep. It was Lu Ming.

‘You’re deranged,’ I said after picking up, the tables again creaking under my body. ‘It’s the middle of the night!’

‘Don’t get angry,’ Lu Ming said. ‘I just want to say a couple of words. I won’t be able to sleep unless I say it. It was my mother who forced me to go back to the job. She went over to the school and all but fell down on her knees before the principal to beg. My parents want me to have some prospects in life. I had no option, I have to take care of them when they get old.’

‘Yeah,’ I replied, and saw that the owner was still standing next to the light switch. From the shape of her nightgown I could see that she was definitely wearing nothing underneath. She had an expression on her face that was like that of a young wife risen in the middle of the night to come tuck in the corners of her husband’s duvet. ‘You said what you had to say. Now you can put your mind at rest,’ I told Lu Ming, and hung up

Who knows whether Lu Ming was just making up an excuse for what he did. But I knew that his mother was perfectly capable of doing what he told me she did. His family’s home wasn’t far from mine’s. We were of similar backgrounds and our families lived in similar conditions.

‘Is everything okay?’ the owner asked me.

‘Everything’s okay,’ I said, lying down again.

I heard her switching off the light and then her slippers brushing the floor as she shuffled away.
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When I woke up the next morning the owner had already prepared breakfast. She had no customers in the morning. While eating I began to consider the question of how I was going to leave there and asked the owner where I could fill up my bike’s tank. She told me that I could fill up in town. But ‘town’ was really far.

‘I’ll take you there,’ she offered.

‘You’ll take me there?’ I asked.

She nodded and said that she wanted to go into town to buy some food. She also had a motorbike. When I went over to that little courtyard again I saw the motorbike there. It was newer than mine, and it was placed next to a pile of honeycomb coal briquettes. It had been there the evening before, but covered under a rain tarp, and so I didn’t see it.

‘It’s Old Ji’s motorbike. I only ride it when I need it,’ she said.

Her plan was to ride into town on her bike for me to buy fuel, then bring me back so that I could take my own bike. There was no other way. She started her motorbike, but had me ride it while she went behind me as a pillion passenger, clinging to my clothes. She felt the wind hitting us was too strong, so she told me to go slower. We then went as slowly as a bicycle, at a speed at which we could talk. The topic was random, whatever came to our minds. She asked me about the call I had received the night before, and I told her about my resignation from the school.

‘Did you like being a teacher?’ she asked me.


‘It’s all right,’ I said.

‘So why did you quit? It isn’t easy to find something you like to do.’

‘If it were you, you’d also have quit.’

‘I don’t know…’ she said feebly. She was raising her voice, but the wind made her words sound like little more than sighs.

‘Do you know how old I am?’ she asked.

‘I don’t,’ I said.

‘Twenty-five.’

One year younger than me even. I squeezed the brake handle in surprise. The motorbike sprang forward and she grabbed my waist.

‘Landlady…’ I said.

‘Please call me Little Tian,’ she said, her face squeezed against my back. ‘I’ve been running restaurants for four years. What I want most in this life is to run a large restaurant, a very very large restaurant, where all customers eat and leave satisfied.’

I felt her face pressed against my back and didn’t say anything. She also had nothing else to say, and we rode like that all the way to town.

By the time we had finished buying fuel and food it was already two o’clock in the afternoon. She had chosen all of her food very carefully, taking her time also to bargain with the sellers, and winking at me every time she managed to wrestle out a good deal from one of them, proud of her feat. I was just a loafer anyway, so didn’t mind wasting a lot of my time. Once we were ready to go back, she suddenly turned to me and said that she still had to go to the hospital to see Old Ji. I asked her if she wanted me to go with her. She said no, I should just wander around town for a while, then when she was done she’d find a phone to call me on my mobile. I rode her bike along the town’s main street, looking for a cheap hotel. I found a few, and their prices were also just about right. Then I went over to a bookstore to browse a little. The books there were awfully expensive, so I went to a stand in front of the bookstore and spent fifty cents on an old magazine. I sat on the motorbike and leafed it through. A detective story caught my eye and I decided to read it. After finishing that story I raised my head from the magazine and realised that the sun had already set and my phone had not rung yet. I decided to wait for her by the hospital’s entrance.

I waited there for only five minutes and she appeared. I had kept my eyes fixed on the entrance, but she approached me from behind and tapped me on the shoulder.

‘I’m here,’ she said. ‘Did I make you wait too long?’

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘How about Old Ji?’

‘Same as before. Still needs some more time in hospital before getting up on his feet,’ she said. ‘Let’s go back.’

She climbed on the bike behind me and grabbed me by the waist.

‘Be careful with the food in the basket,’ she urged me.

We went back, and as soon as she opened the restaurant a customer walked in. Little Tian looked at me with apprehension in her gaze. I reassured her that, even if I were to leave, that wouldn’t be before closing time. If red-face man showed up again, I’d want him to know that the ‘cousin’ was still there. Sure enough he and his gang did show up. Like before, each one of them ordered a beer and a bowl of shredded pork noodles. Beer and shredded pork noodles were what I brought to them. They cracked jokes among themselves and didn’t cause any trouble. It was as though the evening before had never happened.

That evening I didn’t leave. Business was good and customers kept pouring in till about ten. There was even a time when, were it not for me helping her out, Little Tian wouldn’t have managed it. I had to stay and help her. At 10:40 the last three customers left, and I began to clear the tables without her telling me to. Little Tian then asked me what I wanted to eat. Anything, I said, and only then I realised that I had worked all that time on an empty stomach. As soon as I finished the cleaning up she shouted from the kitchen:

‘Close the door. It’s time to eat!’

With the door of the restaurant closed, she brought in an electric hot pot cooker from the kitchen. In that steaming water floated all the hot spices that I liked.

‘I’m sure you’ll like it,’ she said, dropping into the water some just-washed lettuce.

‘How did you know I’d like it?’ I asked.

‘Last night I asked you if you can handle spicy food and you told me there wasn’t any amount of chilli peppers you couldn’t eat. So I guessed you could also eat hot pot.’

‘That’s clever,’ I said. ‘Seems like you were born to run a restaurant, since you can guess at once what customers like.’

‘Nah, not really,’ she said, a little shy, then went back into the kitchen and fetched two bottles of beer for us. ‘Actually I don’t eat spicy food that much,’ she continued. ‘But I like to eat hot pot. I like this steam in the air, this joy, two people around the hot pot eating from it. When Old Ji was around we ate hot pot all the time. At the end of a whole day of work we’d close the door and sit around a hot pot like this to eat. It was very nice. It was something we could eat all year round.’

‘Old Ji can also eat spicy food?’ I asked.


‘Not like you can,’ she replied.

We fell silent all of a sudden. Now there were only the clanking and tinkling noises of us eating, the noise of us sucking air into our mouths to cool the food down, and of us drinking beer like it was water. We clinked our glasses to make toasts, just clinked our glasses and said nothing. She could drink more than me. After drinking two bottles she still opened a third one.

‘You get used to it,’ she opened her mouth to speak at last. ‘Everyone who runs a restaurant can drink, even women.’

I just said okay. I didn’t know what else to say to that. We drank four bottles of beer in total, and when I got up to soothe my bloated stomach I felt my legs weak. I belched and sat down again.

‘Just leave it,’ Little Tian said, nimbly putting her apron back on. ‘I’ll clean up.’

I sat there watching her coming and going. Then I heard the sounds of her washing the dishes and the pot. All that beer started going up to my head and my eyelids felt wide and heavy. They were like nightfall, couldn’t be held up as they descended. Then Little Tian came over to me again.

‘What do you say?’ she asked, pointing with her hand at the spot where we were and then at some place behind her.

A noise of something moving inside of me made me sober up just a little. I leapt to my feet and hid a closed fist behind my back.

‘Let’s play!’ I said.

She laughed and hid her right hand behind her back.

‘What are you going to do?’ she asked.

‘Stone,’ I said.

We put our hands out at the same time. They were both stone. We had to go again.

‘What are you going to do?’ she asked me again.

‘Stone.’

We put out our hands. Again they were both stone. The game continued.

‘What are you going to do this time?’

‘Still stone.’

One, two, three, go. I was paper, she was scissors. I lost.

‘You’ll sleep in the bedroom!’ she said joyfully, like a little girl who had just received some candy. Then her expression turned a little more serious.

‘Why didn’t you play stone?’ she asked.

‘If I had, the game would never end,’ I said.

She was silent for a moment, then she said:

‘You go wash. I left some warm water there.’
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After washing I went to the bedroom and lay down on the bed. From outside the door Little Tian told me that there was water in a thermos on the bedside table I could drink if I felt thirsty. I said okay. I wanted to say more, but all that alcohol in my head had rendered my tongue incredibly heavy. I didn’t think I could fall asleep so quickly, but I simply passed out.

I felt thirsty in the middle of the night. When I, still half asleep, reached out for the bedside lamp, my hand bumped into something soft next to me. Fright got me fully awake instantly. Moonlight was entering the room through the window, and someone was lying next to me on the bed. I scrambled up.


‘You’re up?’ Little Tian said.

‘What’re you doing here?’ I asked her.

I switched on the light and saw her also sitting up in bed, hiding her eyes in her hands. The duvet had slid down from her shoulders down to her waist, and the rise and fall of her breathing was visible on her nightgown. After a while she took her hands off her face. Her eyes were filled with tears.

‘I was scared of sleeping there alone,’ she said, pulling the duvet up. Then she lowered her head and began picking at her own nails inside the duvet. ‘Do you mind?’ she said. ‘I don’t take much space. You see, I even brought my own duvet.’

She lifted her duvet to show it to me, but what I saw were two beautifully white thighs inside.

‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ I said, reaching for the thermos. I didn’t know why there was still some room temperature water left in the glass, but when I added warm water to it the resulting temperature felt just about right. I drank all the water in the glass in one go. ‘It isn’t morning yet. Let’s sleep,’ I said, and then I switched off the light.

But how could I fall asleep? I lay flat on my back, afraid to move. I could feel her breathing to my right, but that breathing felt more like it was all over the room. I forced myself to count sheep. One, two, three. One, two, three. It was bizarre, my counting was worse than when I was a child in primary school. And I didn’t expect that I would suddenly open my eyes. When I did open them I saw another pair of eyes, floating around mid-air to my right, and with two very little lamps glittering inside them. They didn’t scare me. It was as though I already felt that all of that was quite natural. As I wondered whether or not I should close my own eyes, those two little lamps were extinguished, and a body, heavy and soft, pressed down against my chest, while two arms wrapped around my neck.

‘The truth’s that I’m alone and sad,’ she stuttered. ‘You know, I’m lonely.’

Then I heard a soft sobbing. I reached out for the switch, turned the lamp on, and saw the tears running down Little Tian’s cheeks.

‘C’mon, don’t do this. Don’t cry,’ I said.

I was at a loss as to what I should do. I didn’t know whether I should move her away from my chest or not. I never knew what to do when I saw a woman crying.

‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll be fine in a moment.’

But then she really lay her head down on me and cried. Loudly at first, then quietly. She brought her long bout of crying to an end with a chuckle, and by then my chest was already feeling numb.

‘You really didn’t move!’ she said. ‘Aren’t you tired? I was just a little sad, but I’m okay now. Did I scare you?’

She moved away from my chest, sat up, and straightened her messy hair with her hands. Her face glistened with moisture.

I stretched out my arm, pulled her towards me, and held her by her waist. I felt smoothness and warmth, both on her nightgown and on her skin inside it. She let out two short moans, not very loud. My left hand fumbled for the lamp’s switch. With a click the whole world went dark, and we went together back into the night.
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The next morning the restaurant wasn’t going to open until noon, so we stayed in bed till late, with our eyes open and holding each other as we talked.

‘This is my third restaurant, the other two went under,’ Little Tian said. ‘The one that lasted the longest lasted for thirteen months. But I’ve always wanted to have my own restaurant and manage it well, to make customers happy. Really, you have no idea how happy it makes me to see customers coming back to my restaurant again and again. So I want to hold on to this one now. No matter what happens, I want to hold on to it.’

She told me that she started working at restaurants at age fifteen, and that she had worked at many different ones. At first she was hired to do the cleaning and to wash dishes, later she began to serve tables and to stand outside the entrance to invite customers in. After that she was put in charge of a team of waiters, managing a dozen or so of them, and for some time she also worked as chef. That was because the chef at the restaurant where she worked at the time had quit and for some time they couldn’t find a replacement. Thus she was taken to the top, without a single day of formal training in her life. No one had imagined that she’d turn out to make such good food. Only she knew how. Over years of watching how things were done in kitchens, she memorised every little lesson put before her eyes. With all she had learned, she decided that she wanted to open her own restaurant. She had a little money she had saved over the years, but unfortunately she lost all of that in the two restaurants she ran previously. She didn’t understand very well yet that a restaurant was never merely a restaurant, and that good cooking wasn’t enough to make it successful. One day some unexpected incident happens, then it’s something else happening some other day. Small setbacks keep happening every now and then, and they end up bringing the restaurant down.

After the second restaurant went under, she realised that she had been too ambitious and had rushed things too much, precisely because of her enthusiasm for the kind of work done at a restaurant. She had seen it only through the prism of the work that was done in it, and not as a business that had to be carefully managed. Thus failure was unavoidable. When she opened her third restaurant, she regarded it as a business from the beginning. So she would only sell noodles, dumplings, and steamed buns at first. It wasn’t feasible yet to have stir-fry meals on the menu, let alone a large variety of dishes for group dinners. Things improved over time, and so she hired a cook to help her with kitchen chores, but that added a lot to the costs and cut into the little money she was making. She would spend whole days thinking about how she could change that situation. Some time later she became fond of a man, and that man was also fond of her. The two of them began to run the restaurant together, and so they dismissed the cook. The restaurant started doing better and better, and she also started feeling better about herself. Now she felt like she had a home, at long last. The name the restaurant had now, the House of Ji and Tian, originated from all that positivity that was going on in her life at the time.

‘Was that Old Ji?’ I asked her.

‘No,’ Little Tian said, her expression gloomier. ‘His surname was Gao, and he left after only three months.’

The House of Gao and Tian, I played with the words at the tip of my tongue. Didn’t sound too bad.

‘Why did he leave?’

‘He thought that staying here and running a small restaurant was boring. Wasn’t what he wanted, and he had had enough of it, so he just left.’

‘Did he love you while he was here?’ I asked.

‘Who knows?’ she replied. ‘He left anyway, and he wasn’t the only one.’

‘You mean that…’

‘There was also a House of Qin and Tian.’

I wanted to ask whether that one had left to, but I stopped myself. Little Tian also didn’t say anything. Then, after a while, she said:

‘They never saw this place as their home, and they were against me naming the restaurant that way.’

‘Luckily you met Old Ji,’ I said.

The corners of her mouth moved a little and formed a smiled. Then she checked her watch.

‘Have to get up,’ she said. ‘Customers will begin to arrive soon.’

I really felt like I had touched on the wrong subject. Old Ji was lying in a hospital bed after all.
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And so I stayed at the House of Ji and Tian. Life there was quite good. Every day I helped Little Tian out with the restaurant, serving tea and drinks, washing the pots, mopping the floor. And every other day I took her to town on the motorbike to buy whatever she needed. Those students who had dropped out were completely gone from my mind, and I was also loath to remember the perplexed faces of the school leaders and of my colleagues. Busy days of work at the restaurant didn’t feel like a burden at all. On the contrary, I found them fulfilling. Seeing my work become casually delivered compliments from customers and also cash before my eyes, even though certainly not much of it, gave me a solid sense of achievement. And at night I could fall sleep feeling the warmth and tenderness of a woman’s body in my arms. To speak the truth, I found that kind of life enchanting.

My family called me twice. The first time it was my mother. Then it was my father’s turn to call. My mother wanted to know where I was. Such a grown-up man that I was, would I only be happy once I had broken both her and my father’s hearts with worries? How could I go on without a job? I told her that I no longer wanted to do that job, and that I was doing just fine where I was. I also told them not to worry about me. A couple of days later my father called. He asked whether I was still fooling around, and told me to get back there at once, acknowledge my mistake, and go teach my classes. Little Tian was next to me when my father called, and she heard him very clearly.

‘Father,’ I said. ‘I’m not fooling around. I’m living a meaningful life.’

‘That’s rubbish! What’s that, a meaningful life?’ my father said. ‘Stop playing these word games with me!’

‘I’m not playing word games. What I mean is that my life’s good right now,’ I said, hoping to get my point across.

‘Rubbish!’ he retorted. ‘How can your life be good now? You have to come back here! Are you going to come back or not?’

‘I’m not going back,’ I told him bluntly while holding Little Tian’s hand. ‘My life here is really good. We’ll talk later.’

‘Rubbish!’ my father exclaimed again, but I was already hanging up the phone.

‘You’re really not going back?’ Little Tian asked me.

‘Really,’ I said.

She hugged me tight from behind, pressing her cheek against my back.

I got used to the work at the restaurant very quickly. It was very straightforward work. Red-face man really came to believe that I was Little Tian’s cousin, and his manners improved considerably. Only occasionally would he venture to ask why I hadn’t yet left. I would say I was waiting for my cousin’s husband to come back, then I would decide on what to do. My cousin couldn’t run the restaurant all by herself, I would add. They would also ask when Old Ji was going to come back. My reply was that it was really up to the doctors to decide. I really understood then the role a man is supposed to play, one that is sometimes impossible for a woman to fulfil.

On my tenth day at the restaurant, I went to town with Little Tian to buy food. After buying what we needed, we passed by the bookstore and I said to her that it had been many days already since she last went to see Old Ji. Little Tian looked at me and then immediately averted her gaze. She said that there were people taking care of him, and that there was nothing she could help them with if she went. She asked me if I didn’t want to buy some old magazines, then simply told me to go take a look at them, and no longer touched on the subject. If she didn’t want to mention it, I wouldn’t mention it either. I most certainly didn’t want to dig any further into that. All those days I had quietly carried some sort of unease within myself, but I refused to examine it too careful, lest it became evident. Every time we went into town to buy food I found myself making an effort to keep that unease suppressed. It felt like I was using actual force to keep an object hidden where it barely fitted. That feeling of having something to hide translated into some sort of relief every time we left town to go back to the restaurant. I also rode very fast on our way back, for fear that, if I slowed down, some hand would grab me and pull me back. I couldn’t make sense of Little Tian’s vague replies. And I much preferred not to understand them.

Once, on our way back, she suddenly told me to stop the motorbike. Then she got off the bike and stood facing me. Looking me in the eyes, she said:

‘I want to tell you something.’

‘Say it.’

‘Old Ji didn’t break any bone. He also didn’t go to hospital.’

I kept looking at her, waiting for the conclusion.

‘He left, just like the others,’ she said.

I let out a sigh of relief and laughed awkwardly.

‘Get on,’ I said, starting the engine.

Little Tian did not hold on to my waist on the rest of the way, grabbing the pillion handle instead. She raised her voice in order to overcome the noise of the wind going past us, and told me that Old Ji had indeed suffered a traffic accident, very near the restaurant. The lorry that hit him was being driven by a woman who often stopped by their restaurant to eat. That day, after brushing against Old Ji’s leg with her lorry, she offered to take him to town to have an X-ray taken at the hospital and check if he had suffered any fracture. Old Ji simply got on her lorry and never returned. Little Tian said that, after stopping to think about it later, she realised that Ji had suffered no serious injury and had just had a little cut, because when he climbed on that woman’s lorry he was moving just as fast and nimbly as he had ever done before. He didn’t look at all like someone with a broken bone. That was how he left, and he left even his motorcycle behind too. But she had to tell everybody that he had suffered a traffic accident and been taken to hospital.

Little Tian finished telling me the story about Old Ji just as we reached the entrance to the restaurant. She took all the bags we had brought to carry them inside and said to me:

‘If you want to go you can go now.’

‘What if I don’t want to go?’ I said.

Little Tian remained silent, biting her lip.

‘If you don’t want to go then take our groceries inside,’ I answered my own question while pressing my throat with my fingers to do an impression of her voice. And with my free hand I reached out to take the bags with the food from her. But before I could take them she suddenly dropped them to the ground and sprang forward to hug me. I heard the sound of something breaking. ‘Oh no, the eggs broke,’ I said.

But Little Tian squeezed the flesh around my ribs and said, with her eyes full of tears:

‘Let them break! Let them break!’
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At around three in the afternoon, I was helping Little Tian prepare filling for dumplings when the school’s director of education called me. The director told me to cut my little temper tantrum short and go back to the school, as there were still missed classes I had to make up for. I put my arm around Little Tian’s shoulders and told the director that I wasn’t having any tantrum. I also told him that I was mostly concerned about my own shortcomings not becoming an obstacle to the students’ progress, and that he should look for someone more qualified than me for the job. The director guffawed on the other line.

‘This call is just a formality,’ he said. ‘To let you know that you can come back to work if you want. I’m not begging you to do it.’

I also guffawed. After I hung up, Little Tian asked me:

‘Your superior? What does that mean?’

‘What does that mean? He hasn’t been my superior in a long time.’

‘I mean, why did he call you like that?’

‘Maybe he has dumpling filling for brains,’ I said. ‘To tell you the truth, it’s hard to find someone who can think straight at that place.’

The next day a worker from the cement factory came in to book two tables for a big dinner gathering. One of their division’s foremen had been promoted and they wanted to celebrate it after work. He wanted to book the tables so as to give us time to prepare. Little Tian hesitated. I asked her, do you still need to think about it? Of course, we should accept. And so we accepted. It would undoubtedly be a challenge for both Little Tian and me, and not only because of the speed in preparing and serving the food that it would require from us, but also because the supplies we usually had in the restaurant wouldn’t be enough. I told Little Tian to go ahead with the preparations with what she had at hand, while I would go into town to buy whatever else was still needed. Little Tian hesitated again. She wanted to go with me. But I said that there was no need to waste her time, since I could find the market on my own. She agreed with a nod, but was reluctant. As I was about to leave she urged me to come back quickly. Would an hour be enough? I told her not to worry, and promised her I’d come back soon with enough food to serve two large tables.

I rode the motorbike fast, and also did all the buying very fast. After double-checking that I had with me every item on the list, I started the motorbike and set off on my way back. Then my phone rang. It was Lu Ming, and he sounded like he was in a pretty good mood.

‘I saw your mother at the school yesterday,’ he told me.

‘What?’ I asked.

‘You didn’t talk with your mum?’ he said. ‘She looked like she was coming out of the principal’s office, but I can’t say for sure. She had a large empty bag with her, and her knees were dirty.’

My head buzzed, like someone had struck a gong inside it.

‘Lu Ming,’ I said. ‘You fucking…’

‘Don’t talk like that,’ he interrupted me. ‘The people’s teachers must always be civilised and courteous. We don’t curse.’

‘You fucking shut up!’ I shouted.

‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to come back. It’s all the same. No way around it, it’s always the same.’

It is always the same. That was probably what hurt the most. It is always the same. Clutching my phone in my hand I tried to start the bike. I stomped the kick start pedal a few times, but didn’t get the engine running. It was really unbelievable. It was always the same, it really was. Lu Ming was also not fully without reason. It was always the same, no way around it. I pictured my mother carrying an empty bag and with her knees covered in dirt. Tears flowed from my eyes straight away. I knew there was no way around it, none whatsoever. It was always the same. I smoked three cigarettes in a row sitting on the silent motorcycle. After smoking each cigarette, I unloaded a bag of the food a had bought from the motorcycle. It was either going back home, or going back to the restaurant, there was no third option. With all the bags unloaded, the engine started. I took the bike forward about a hundred metres and then squeezed the brakes all of a sudden. The front of the bike lost balance and it ended up laying sideways on the road. I saw the bags with food I had left by the roadside. They looked like well-trained soldiers in formation. The wind hit the openings of the plastic bags and they all waved back at me, as if in synchronised movement. I remembered how worried and distressed Little Tian had looked when I walked out the door. Gnashing my teeth, I stomped on the kick start pedal only once, turned the front wheel of the bike around, rolled on the throttle, and released the brakes. The bike flew off.

Furongli, Peking University, 18th December 2005



Trip to Mordaga

Business had taken a severe hit in those past couple of years, and things were going to hell. The more effort was put into it, the more losses mounted. A friend told me not to try to fight fortune head-on, and to go out on a trip instead. Maybe when I came back the jinx would be gone, he said. Also, the car was still here. What my friend meant was, don’t let the car be sucked into the losses too. So I started my Subaru and off I went, driving across the countryside. I was relaxed behind the wheel, and naturally I got myself on the way to the great steppe. I hit the throttle all the way down, and just like that I reached Hulun Buir. The steppe was immense in September, vast skies, vast landscape, the rivers full. The autumn grass was yellow, and when I heard the sound of the horse-head fiddle playing in the car stereo I felt weighed down with sorrow. I had to drag myself out of those blues that defeat had dragged me into. The swan geese fly south, but I kept driving north.

From Heishantou I followed provincial route 301 towards the northeast, and by the time the first petrol station appeared along the road it was already dark. Drinking a whole jug of coffee at the petrol station energised me from head to toe, and I crossed the city of Ergun without stopping. I expected to put on a spurt and get to Genhe by midnight, where I was to stay for the night. I saw no other headlights on the road other than my own, and darkness was thick. No one but me on the run across the great steppe, that would be unimaginable in July or August, when hordes of tourists flock there. The weather in Hulun Buir was now cold, so I needed to keep the heating on in the car on while driving. But that didn’t stop darkness and loneliness from slowly seeping into the Subaru. Perhaps it was because of the horse-head fiddle music that I was listening to along the way, which also added a touch of dread to my sorrow, dread that came from the feeling that the whole world had cast me away. It was exactly the same dread I felt as business kept going downhill no matter how hard I worked to reverse that course. I started to feel cold on my back. I was running out of the energy needed to keep driving across the night. That was when I happened to meet Old Ha. As I turned around a gentle bend on the road there he stood by the roadside at the other end of the slope. Next to him was his motorcycle, its tail lamps flashing. He held his arms up and crossed them over and over above his head, waving at me.

‘Got a lighter you can lend me?’ he asked, still standing within the beams of my headlights to prove that he was only asking for help. He had taken off his helmet and gloves, but was fully dressed for the cold outdoors with a very warm and windproof outfit, and also a pair of mountaineering boots. ‘I lost mine when I was taking a leak,’ he said.

He smoked with ferocity, holding the smoke back for as long as he could after each drag on his cigarette.

‘Brother, if you hadn’t shown up, I don’t know if I’d still be able to make it to Tulihe tonight,’ he said, blowing out a mouthful of thick smoke and squinting his eyes at me. ‘Riding this far and then stopping this short would be like going into the bridal chamber and finding no bride!’

He laughed at his own joke first. And because his face was dark, his teeth seemed very white. There was also a touch of northeast accent in his speech. He was a sturdy, heavyset man, who looked a little over fifty.

‘Where are you going, brother?’ he asked me.

‘Genhe,’ I said.

‘Well, just a little more and you’re there.’

I wanted to keep going with him all the way to Tulihe, but what I said was:

‘I’m a bit tired.’

‘If you’re tired, just stop,’ he said. ‘Don’t fight yourself. Go to Jialaga, it’s just after the next turn on the road. I know a shepherd there called Old Bao. He has some warm kang beds at his place. Just tell him you’re a friend of Old Ha’s.’

And that Old Ha was a very talkative friend at that. We each smoked three cigarettes while talking, and just before I got back in my car he said to me:

‘You’ve ever been to Mordaga? Totally worth taking the long way around to go there. There’s a guesthouse in town called The Herdsman. The proprietress there is what you’d say is good-looking.’

We hit our throttles at the same time, but his motorcycle was much faster, and he didn’t like to have company on the road. So when he lifted his rump from his motorcycle’s seat he disappeared, out of reach of my headlights, plunging into the darkness like an arrow.

Half an hour later I was lying on a warm kang bed at Old Bao’s place. Old Ha had spoken the truth, stuck within the wrinkles on Old Bao’s face you could spot at least a couple strands of sheep’s wool.

‘Sleep well in there,’ Old Bao said. ‘Tomorrow morning after getting up you’ll come tend the sheep with me.’

I stayed there tending sheep with Old Bao for three days. We’d go out at the crack of dawn, taking with us a large piece of flatbread, some mutton, and a thermos filled with milk tea. We’d take the four hundred sheep to his family pasture, and while the sheep grazed we’d find a slope protected from the wind to lie down and bask in the sun. There we chatted away and smoked. The subject of our conversations was naturally Old Ha. They had known each other for four years, and every September Old Ha would come to Old Bao’s sheep farm. He liked to lie down on the grass of the steppe, freeing his heart from worries. He would come on his motorcycle and stay for a few days. Then he’d leave, maybe to come back only the following year. It was also possible, however, that he’d show up again the following week. But whenever he showed up, it was to put the sheep to pasture and have long conversations with Old Bao.

‘That bastard Old Ha,’ Old Bao said. ‘He’s a really good rider. He’s a horse herder after all.’

That piece of information got my full attention.

‘Didn’t he tell you?’ Old Bao said. ‘He was sent down to the New Barag Left Banner to become rusticated youth. He herded horses there for three years.’

I made an effort to remember my meeting with Old Ha on the road the night before. He did indeed look a little bowlegged. According to Old Bao, Old Ha, who was from Qingdao and spoke with a northeastern accent, was also a very worldly man.


‘Can you believe that the boy’s already sixty?’ he said. ‘He began travelling around after he retired, just him and his motorcycle, running all over the place. Now every September, on schedule, he comes down to the Hulun Buir. That’s more certain than the arrival of cold weather.’

‘Why September?’ I asked. ‘The steppe is only really pretty in July and August.’

‘On the 26th of September he rushes to Mordaga,’ Old Bao said.

‘To see the beautiful proprietress of a guest house called The Herdsman?’ I laughed.

‘That you’d have to ask that bastard Old Ha,’ he said.

I had to admit, life in the great outdoors can change a person. When it’s only you and a flock of sheep out there you’re going to feel like nothing else in the world really matters besides the living creatures you’re taking care of. People who have tended sheep at least once in their lives are simply not the same as those who have never done it. Old Bao told me that his dad was a shepherd, that his dad’s dad was also a shepherd, and that his dad’s dad’s dad was also a shepherd. He could lie down on the grass watching the sheep and feel that his dad, his granddad, and his great-granddad were all alive inside of him, herding those sheep together with him, all herding the same flock. And inside each sheep also lived the sheep’s ancestors. I couldn’t fully comprehend it, but it was, to some extent, like the sorrow I experienced when listening to the horse-head fiddle in the car, only that this sorrow Old Bao was talking about was also, at the same time, abundant and joyous. The sorrow I felt while listening to the horse-head fiddle in the car was, by contrast, like an emptiness, like the hunger that takes hold of your whole body when there’s nothing but a breeze in your stomach. I told Old Bao that the situation with the business wasn’t getting worse any more, and that I could leave.

‘Back to Beijing?’ he asked.

‘I think so,’ I said.

But after leaving Old Bao’s farm I quickly decided to go to Mordaga. All I needed was a few more days on the road and I would be completely ‘empty’ and relaxed, like a car shifted to neutral going down a slope.

Mordaga was a very famous place, but certainly not a very big one. As soon as I took a third turn inside the town I saw Old Ha’s motorcycle parked in front of a small three-storey building. Sure enough, it was The Herdsman. Only after completing my check-in at the front desk did I ask which room he was in. As it turned out, he was next door to me. Once in my room I fell asleep, even with Old Ha’s powerful snoring coming through the wall. I had driven for a long time, from Jialaga to Genhe, and then from there to Mordaga, and the small of my back felt like it was about to snap. When knocking on my door woke me up it was already dark outside. Old Ha was shouting through the door:

‘Brother! Let’s go have a drink!’

‘How did you know I’m here?’ I asked him.

‘The girl at the front desk is my goddaughter.’

Because I had come to Mordaga on his recommendation, Old Ha decided that he had to treat me to a welcome dinner at a restaurant nearby. It was now low season for tourism, and there were only eight people staying at the guest house, including me. The cook at The Herdsman had taken leave and travelled back to his hometown, so the guesthouse was unable to offer meals. As we crossed the lobby, the girl at the front desk didn’t address Old Ha as ‘godfather’ or anything like that. Instead, she called him ‘uncle Ha’.

We ate mutton, of course, boiled mutton eaten with your hands. Old Ha was particularly fussy about the right way to eat it. When the steaming-hot mutton was served, he didn’t just pounce on it like a fiend the way I did. Instead, he pulled out a small pocket knife and began to slowly whet it against the bottom of a ceramic bowl. After he finished whetting one side of the blade, he began whetting the other side. Then he showed it to me. The knife was very sharp indeed, and in no need of any more whetting. After the whetting was done, we ate several pieces of meat. To carve up ribs he’d take the knife into them and leisurely cut out piece after piece, and strip after strip of meat. You put those in your mouth with your hand.

‘You need to eat the fat too,’ Old Ha told me. ‘If you pick only the lean pieces you won’t be really eating mutton, because the flavour doesn’t come out.’

We drank Mongolian King liquor. It was strong and very satisfying. The immortals couldn’t have a more enjoyable time than we did having a couple measures of that old fire after a long and tiring day. Old Ha dipped his fingers into the liquor in his glass and made a respectful libation to Tengri before drinking it. He said he had been doing that for years, and that he couldn’t feel at ease unless he performed that little ritual from the heart.

‘Do you also use the knife like that at home?’ I asked him.

‘I do. In the past Mongolians also brought their own knives when eating as guests at other people’s homes,’ he said, raising the little knife to show all of its details to me. The handle was adorned with a wolf’s fang, and both knife and fang were lustrous with grease. ‘Back in Qingdao I make boiled mutton myself,’ he added.


‘Tell me about the time you spent herding horses,’ I asked him.

‘So Old Bao opened his big mouth again?’

‘He didn’t say anything about the proprietress.’

Liquor is quite a thing. A couple of glasses were all it took to make Old Ha and me feel like old friends or blood brothers, despite the age difference between us. While still holding a piece of mutton in my hand I cracked a couple more jokes, but it was true that Old Bao hadn’t told me anything.

‘Oh well,’ Old Ha belched. ‘I was really damn young at the time.’

Story time was definitely about to start. I kept my silence and dutifully filled Old Ha’s glass.

‘The year I arrived at New Barag Left Banner I was nineteen and had just graduated from senior middle school,’ he continued. ‘Everyone said at the time that being a rusticated youth was a glorious thing, so I had wanted to go anyway. The last thing my mum said to me before leaving, through the window of the green train, was: “Nights are very cold on the steppe, make sure not to kick the blanket off while you’re sleeping.”’

‘Was it during that time that you met the proprietress?’ I asked him.

Old Ha didn’t answer my question, but I allowed him go on, as there were certainly too many things he wouldn’t be able to keep to himself. He told me about his life as a rusticated youth, forty years ago. He also told me of how lucky he was, because among the youths in his unit only two were chosen to work herding horses, and he was one of them. In that whole area dedicated to livestock, herding horses was the best kind of work available.


‘Freedom, you riding a great and imposing horse, that’s what’s called style,’ Old Ha said. ‘You yell at your horse and you go twenty kilometres. The horse keeper can ride the best horses, and when a good horse breaks into a gallop its fast, really fast!’

Old Ha squinted and began to jolt his body to and fro and up and down as though he were riding a horse. A few measures of the liquor we were having were all it took to take him back to the open steppe of New Barag Left Banner. Second best was herding cattle or sheep, he said. Oxen and sheep aren’t as fast as horses, but at least they move around. Moving like clouds over a pasture, they were somehow able to scrape it all clean in the course of a day. The work the rusticated youths wanted to avoid at all cost if they could was herding pigs. The stinking herd of swine would just stay put where they were, lying flat on their stomachs. After eating they slept, and after sleeping they ate. Even watching them could make you gain weight. It was much better to go along with the local herders to open up wasteland for cultivation.

‘The girls all liked the horse keepers,’ Old Ha laughed.

I thought he was going to move onto that topic, but instead Old Ha changed the course of the conversation once again:

‘During that time I dreamed of visiting Mordaga.’

‘When you’re young you sure have a lot of secrets in your heart,’ I said, laughing mischievously. I had guessed to myself that a certain girl, such as the present proprietress of The Herdsman, was from Mordaga.

‘The local herders all said that Mordaga was a fine place,’ Old Ha continued. ‘They said that the primeval forest here was like a vast sea of trees. I had grown up by the sea in Qingdao, so I had seen plenty of water already. I wanted to see those trees. Even if they hadn’t said anything I’d still have wanted to go. Mordaga, I liked that name the first time I heard it. I had to go see the place because of the name.’

I could understand that. I also liked the names of many places, like Jerusalem, Istanbul, Amsterdam, Saint Petersburg, and even before I had any idea where those places were, I already wanted to visit them. One of the things I wished from this life was to visit at least once all the places I fancied visiting.

‘And did you come here to Mordaga?’ I asked Old Ha, pouring him some more liquor.

He downed it all in a gulp.

‘Fill it to the top,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t take leave… Brother, it’s dry!’

Trains travelled very slowly across the Hulun Buir steppe during the 1960s. Old Ha said that, from where he was stationed, he would have to ride a horse to Hailar on the first day, stay there overnight, then try to catch the train from Hailar to Genhe the next morning. After alighting from the train at Genhe, he would also have to stay there for the night and then wait for the train to Mordaga. It was also possible that he would have to stay there two nights, as the train to Mordaga only ran every other day. By the time that narrow gauge train pulled into Mordaga, three or four days would already have gone by. If he then simply decided to turn around, it would be three or four more days to go back. His production team was very busy, and couldn’t afford to just let him go off on a jolly jaunt for that long. Everyone had a task to fulfil there, and no hands could be spared. And if he sneaked away somebody else would most certainly take his position. He had to take that into account, too.


The problem was that Old Ha wasn’t the only one who wanted to go to Mordaga. Old Ha’s fellow horse keeper Batu also wanted to go. Batu was from Chifeng and three years older than Old Ha. He had come to that station of rusticated youths a year before Old Ha got there. Old Ha called him Brother Ba, but in what pertained to both horse keeping and life in general, Batu was his mentor. If they were going to Mordaga, then they were going together. Old Ha, used to life by the sea, felt a little ‘land-sick’ on the steppe, and so was somewhat afraid of going on such a long journey by himself. But the idea of the two of them going by train to Mordaga was in any case a non-starter.

There was, however, another option, which was to go on horseback. From the rusticated youth station to Mordaga it was less than three hundred kilometres in a straight line. A good horse going at a moderate pace would cover that distance in two days. Then it would be a day of rest there plus two more days to ride back to the station. Five days was also not a short time, and for that they still had to make sure that the weather would cooperate and that there wouldn’t be any problems with the horses. But that was really the only way they could get to Mordaga. So Old Ha and Batu made an agreement, that they would wait for an opportunity.

‘Wait for an opportunity?’ I asked.

‘Drink some more,’ Old Ha said.

We downed a whole bottle of Mongolian King.

At long last Old Ha said:

‘We got our opportunity.’

They also made a deal with the head of their production team. The deal was that whenever they broke in horses from the herd, they would give him the best horse to ride. That was quite a treat. There was a long queue of officials the horse keepers were supposed to serve, providing horses to those who needed one. The head of the production team was nearly the end of that queue, and so, as long as there was any other official who needed a horse, the best horse was guaranteed not to reach his hands. But, as the saying goes, a magistrate has less power than his underlings working on the ground, and so when a leader came in with a request, Old Ha and Batu made an excuse to the effect that the horse Dark Cloud was somehow unwell and gave the horse Red Hare to that leader. Once that leader was gone, under the butt of the team’s head Dark Cloud went. Their one condition was that, at a suitable time, the two of them were to be allowed to ride to Mordaga and back.

And then, on Old Ha’s last winter as a rusticated youth on the steppe, the opportunity arose. The previous two days had seen some moderate snowfall, but the weather had cleared up. The moon was shining brightly in the sky, and the team’s head was drinking with them in their living quarters, having already drunk half a bottle. With the liquor hot in his head, his tongue loosened up:

‘If you dare set off right now you have my permission.’

It was already nine at night, and the entire steppe was asleep. Old Ha and Batu exchanged glances briefly, then packed some food and basic items they needed for the trip and went out, carrying their horse-riding gear under their arms. Dark Cloud and Red Hare were reserved for the leadership and couldn’t be taken, so they took two horses that were one level below. Batu took a dark chestnut horse and Old Ha took a white one. The Hulun Buir steppe looked like a cold and crystal-clear dream that night, when the two of them got on those horses and rode off towards the northeast. And if the moon was up there in the sky, so were the stars. They used the stars to guide them.

‘This feels unreal,’ Old Ha told his friend.

Then, after they had ridden for about an hour, Batu suddenly brought his horse to a halt and exclaimed:

‘There!’

Old Ha saw a wolf sitting on a hillock under the silver moonlight. It got up slowly and began to retreat from that hillock. Old Ha cued his horse with a kick and raised his Mongolian lasso pole up in the air.

‘Chase!’ he shouted.

There was indeed something unreal about that picture of two people urging their horses on in the middle of the night as they chased a wolf. But Old Ha knew then that it was all very real. Under the sheepskin padded cap he was wearing his ears could hear the sound of the horses’ hooves crushing the remaining snow as they ran, and also the sound of moonlight falling on the withered grass, and even the sound of his white horse sweating under his legs. He felt that the world had never been so vast, and heard the sound of the Hulun Buir steppe spreading out like a bolt of cloth being unrolled under his horse’s hooves. They seemed to be keeping pace with the wolf. Old Ha heard Batu shouting:

‘It ate too much!’

That much could be concluded from the size of the wolf and from its speed. It was also struggling to maintain its speed, and that was a good sign. It meant it wouldn’t last much longer.

The problem was that Old Ha also wouldn’t last much longer, or, to put it more accurately, his horse wouldn’t last much longer. It was a good horse, but age was beginning to weigh on it. That wouldn’t be noticeable on a short ride, but after fifty kilometres its diminishing vigour was apparent. Old Ha watched helplessly as Batu’s dark chestnut moved half length ahead of him, then a full length, then two lengths. The distance between them just kept growing. That dark chestnut horse looked like a black and red flame under the moonlight, with Batu’s lasso pole swaying smoothly in sync with its body. Old Ha hoped that the wolf would get too tired and simply stop running. He had lassoed horses, oxen, sheep, but he had never before lassoed a wolf. And right when he was beginning to lose his hope, the wolf did stop, clearly having some trouble. Old Ha cued his horse to go for it. But then the wolf suddenly let out a long howl up to the sky, bent its head like a hook and contorted all of its body. Old Ha’s just-rekindled hope was once again dashed. The wolf had vomited, unloading from its body all that was burdening it. With Batu’s dark chestnut about thirty metres away from it, it once again let out a long howl. Lifting all of its four paws off the ground, it disappeared behind another hillock.

‘Brother Ba! Chase it! Chase it!’ Old Ha shouted.

Batu clearly had the same idea, and whipped his horse forward.

Wolfskins could get you eight yuan a piece, so they were both loath to quit the chase. Eight yuan was good money at the time. It could buy you some books, some clothes, and, perhaps both of them had considered as well, could buy a gift for a girl you liked.

Batu took the chase to the other side of that hillock, with Old Ha coming right after him. Batu then went around another hillock, and Old Ha again followed him. But, he said, when he got to the other side, both Batu and the wolf had disappeared, and all he could hear was the faint sound of a single horse galloping into the distance. He rode his horse around the few nearby hillocks, and then the presence of two white poplars brought to his attention the fact that the land he was on was a sheep pasture.

After following the stars for twenty more minutes or so, Old Ha saw the shepherd’s yurt. He was welcomed, as he had expected, by the shepherd’s daughter, a girl named Ulana. She washed his feet, served him some hot milk tea, and prepared a nest of warm blankets for him to sleep in. He felt so cold he couldn’t even try to imagine very clearly how beautiful Ulana would look in a Chinese one-piece dress. He simply lay down his head and fell asleep. Shortly before dawn he felt a cold draught on his feet. That made him quiver and woke him up. He saw Batu sitting, completely worn out, at the other end of the bedding. He had lifted the blankets to cover his left leg, while his right leg was still sticking out. Under the faint light of the sheep tallow lamp Old Ha saw that Batu had a piece of cloth wrapping his leg and that it was all black and red.

‘What happened?’ Old Ha asked him.

‘It’s nothing, the bleeding’s stopped,’ Batu laughed, pointing vaguely outside.

Old Ha now felt like getting up to go pee, because the night before Ulana had served him two large bowls of milk tea and he had drank it all. Once outside the yurt he saw a wolfskin hanging on the stockade, and then he saw yet another wolfskin hanging next to it. He stepped closer to take a good look at them. Those really were wolfskins. Old Ha took a deep breath of cold air.

That night Batu had pursued that wolf all by himself. He had managed to lasso it once it got exhausted. But, just when he managed to lasso it, a she-wolf leapt out at him, emerging apparently out of thin air. She charged against him with no regard for her own life. The horse got frightened, and bolted. On the plus side, that resulted in the lassoed wolf being dragged to death. On the negative side, the horse kept going around in circles, thus giving plenty of opportunities for the she-wolf to attack. She was biting Batu on his right leg, and she had incredibly good aim, with not a single bite being wasted on the horse’s stirrup. And once she got a really good grip with her teeth, she just wouldn’t let it go. Only after Batu took out a wolf cudgel and smashed her skull with it did she relax her bite.

That she-wolf had bitten through a muscle in Batu’s leg and severed it, Old Ha would only find out later. Batu also didn’t realise how serious the problem was right after he was bitten. After he pried the she-wolf’s jaws open and dismounted from the horse to deal with the two dead wolves, all he felt was that his walking was a little difficult. He didn’t think much of it beyond the bleeding and the pain. To reduce the bleeding, he used a medicinal powder he had in his travelling bag. After that he ripped a piece of clothing and simply wrapped it around his wound. He then took the two dead wolves and tried to tie them to the back of the horse. But the dark chestnut, having just barely calmed down, was unwilling to have them there, and kept pawing the ground. Batu had no option but to take his knife out and flay the wolves right there, under the moonlight. He then took the wolfskins and rolled them up, fur inward, into two balls. Only after he had done all that did the dark chestnut horse allow him to load the skins on its back.

That tale of blood and bravery made us feel like drinking even more, and we went on, downing glass after glass. Except for very few occasions when I had to go on a binge with some very wealthy clients, I couldn’t remember having ever drunk so much. Then Old Ha fell silent, and it was my turn to talk.

Old Ha was one of those people who prefer not to speak when they get really drunk, and Old Ha was now really drunk. In the second half of that night, I also got really drunk. But once I was drunk, I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. I said to Old Ha, brother, you know what? My business is ruined. It’s in an awful mess and falling apart. Falling apart! And then I have no recollection at all of anything I said after that. I just have a faint memory of me propping him up and him propping me up as we tried to walk away. My legs were stiff as birch planks as we tottered back together to the guesthouse, walking like some bizarre two-headed bird, and somehow successfully making it to our own beds.

I slept till noon and woke up without a headache, which meant that the liquor had cleared up completely. I thought of going out to find something to eat, but once I went downstairs Old Ha’s ‘goddaughter’ at the front desk said that Uncle Ha had asked her to take me to her ‘home’ as soon as I was up.

Her home was across the street, on the ground floor. As I entered I saw Old Ha sitting on a couch in the living room. Next to him was an old-fashioned rattan chair, covered with a bearskin. A middle-aged woman was arranging bowls and chopsticks on the table, getting it ready for a good meal. If that woman was somewhat thinner and only twenty years old, she could just as well be a carbon copy of the goddaughter. They were mother and daughter, and they were beautiful. Old Ha introduced me to the hostess:

‘This brother here is Little Mu. He hails from Beijing.’

The hostess shook my hand warmly and said hello. After releasing my hand, she turned to Old Ha and said:


‘Call me sister.’

‘Look…’ Old Ha began to say.

‘Call me sister,’ she repeated.

‘Okay, sister, sister,’ Old Ha said, putting a cigarette in his mouth just to take it down again and put it back into the pack. ‘I invited Brother Mu over so as to make it a little more lively for our Brother Ba on his birthday.’

‘Thank you for coming to celebrate Old Ba’s birthday with us,’ she said, serving me some milk tea. ‘My name’s Ulana.’

‘I know,’ I said.

I probably shouldn’t have said that, but as soon as I came in through that door and saw her, I knew that she was Ulana. I was one hundred per cent sure that she was the girl that night in the yurt, the shepherd’s daughter.

‘What else do you know?’ Ulana blushed. She had a very nice skin.

She turned to look at Old Ha, but I rushed to say:

‘Just this much.’

‘Yeah, only that,’ Old Ha also rushed to add, though he couldn’t know for sure how much he had told me the night before.

Meanwhile, younger Ulana was already sticking the candles into the cake.

‘Mum, should I bring dad in?’ she asked.

Old Ha stood up, and I also stood up after him. Ulana remained seated and didn’t move, and only after what felt like a very long hesitation did she nod her consent.

About three minutes later younger Ulana pushed a wheelchair in. Old Batu, whose birthday we were celebrating, was sitting in a reclined position in it. He had a wool blanket over his legs, and his hands were tucked inside the blanket. And only because I saw his hands trembling under the blanket did I notice that he had the solemn and dignified face of a Mongolian man. That face was now asymmetric. His eyebrow and the corners of his eye and mouth on the right side of his face were pulled up and trembled slightly, at different rhythms. Old Ha went over to him, placed a hand on his shoulder, and said:

‘Brother Ba.’

Old Batu didn’t react. His eyes were vacant and, trembling aside, the expression on his face was also vacant.

‘He can’t speak any more,’ Ulana said.

‘Wasn’t he just fine last year?’ Old Ha asked.

‘Last year was last year,’ she said, taking Old Batu’s hand from under the blanket to hold it. ‘Old Ba, how about we celebrate your birthday? We have a new friend here, Little Mu. He’s come all the way here because he wanted to stay at our guesthouse, The Herdsman.’

Old Batu still had no reaction. His face showed no indication that any time had passed at all. So all that was left to do was to go ahead with the programme: cut the cake, sing a birthday song. We had lunch, a typical Mongolian meal, boiled mutton. Old Ha didn’t use his own knife. Ulana spent about two thirds of the time feeding Old Batu, and about two thirds of the food she fed him ended up outside his mouth. Fortunately she had put a large bib on him beforehand. We talked very little, most of the time the sounds we made while eating were all we heard. From the intermittent conversation we had I could gather the following:

Old Batu had had problems with his leg all along, ever since that night when he killed the wolves, and he walked with a limp. He later suffered from muscular atrophy in his leg, which gradually compromised his mobility and forced him into a mostly secluded life. One day during the course of the previous year, definitely after Old Ha had paid him his yearly birthday visit, he had a fall and suffered a stroke, or he had a stroke and then he fell. Anyway, that was how Old Batu ended up the way he was now.

After eating we drank milk tea in silence. Then Old Ha put his cup aside, squatted in front of Old Batu, who was now cleaned up and tidy, and held his hand under the blanket.

‘Brother Ba,’ he said. ‘Do you still know who I am? I’m Little Ha!’

Besides the trembling, there was nothing on Old Batu’s face but that same grave and vacant expression. Tears welled up in Old Ha’s eyes and then rolled down his cheeks. He stood up and rushed out the door.

Once we were back at the guesthouse we checked out, and then we went back to Old Bao’s sheep farm. Old Ha had said that there was something he wanted to tell us, meaning Old Bao and me, and that he wanted to say it in front of us both. We followed the same road back, from Mordaga to Genhe, and from there to Old Bao’s family farm in Jialaga. I drove my car behind Old Ha’s motorcycle all along the way, and we were on the road from the middle of the afternoon till evening, only stopping to smoke and relieve ourselves. Old Ha didn’t want to stop anywhere. He said that if we stopped he might not say what he had to say.

As you certainly know, lies are always endlessly long concoctions, but the truth can be told with just a few words. Sitting next to the fire at Old Bao’s home, Old Ha kept drinking cup after cup of milk tea and spoke to us hesitantly, with long breaks between his sentences:


‘That night Old Ba just wanted to press ahead with our journey… It was me who wanted to chase that wolf, because I wanted to give Ulana a gift… I liked her, and I knew that she liked me too… But when I saw that she-wolf… I pretended I fell behind and lost him… I was truly afraid… I really couldn’t catch up with Old Ba… His horse was much faster than mine… But I could’ve kept running after him and, if I had looked for him… I would’ve found him for sure… Even if only to warn him… Those wolves were really cunning… Or if I had asked Ulana’s father to go looking for him with me, that would’ve been okay too… But I didn’t do that… Just before dawn Old Ba came back and fell asleep very quickly… I knew that he couldn’t go to Mordaga with me now, but I didn’t want to miss that opportunity… I got on my horse and set off alone…. And before mounting the horse I took a wolfskin with me…’

‘You were bold enough to go all by yourself?’ Old Bao asked, puffing on his large pipe.

‘I was still afraid,’ Old Ha said. ‘But I thought to myself, Old Ba’s killed two wolves all by himself, and I’m just going out on a rushed journey.’

‘Did you get to Mordaga?’ I asked. ‘What gift did you buy?’

‘I bought a Russian-style scarf from a half-Russian, very beautiful and very hard to get in those days. By then China and the Soviet Union had already broken off relations. But Ulana tossed the scarf out of the yurt as soon as she saw it. I knew then that I had no chance.’

‘And then?’ I asked.

‘The rusticated youth returned to the cities and I left. But for me it felt like I was fleeing for my life.’

The three of us were then silent. The logs crackled and popped in the fire, letting off a lot of sparks.

‘If you have a friend who wants to go on a trip to Mordaga,’ Old Ha said, ‘recommend to him The Herdsman. Ulana’s certainly not an easy one.’
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