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I

Two Girls From Fuyang
By Mai Jia

两位富阳姑娘

n the winter of 1971, the army enlisted a batch 

of new recruits from Fuyang in Zhejiang. The 

planned intake had been a hundred and twenty 

but it ended up being 128 people. The eight 

extra recruits were all women, a quota the chief of 

staff had given us by telephone at the last minute. The 

women were to serve as switchboard operators. Regu-

lations stipulated that when a new recruit enlisted they 

were to undergo both a physical and a review of their 

political background. Since these people had already 

undergone rigorous health checks and political exami-

nation prior to enlistment, in the normal run of things 

the review didn’t throw up any significant issues. In 

this batch of recruits, however, we did find two people 

with problems, one a man and the other a woman. 

The man’s problem was with his feet – fallen arches 

and a completely flat sole, what was known colloqui-

ally as “duck foot”. People said that with feet like that 

you wouldn’t last five kilometres on the march before 

they were ripped to shreds and hurting something rot-

ten. Field training usually involved recruits marching 

several dozen kilometres every day, so clearly the man 

was not suited to being a soldier and he would have to 

be sent home. 

The woman’s problem was more serious. In broad 

terms it was a problem of behavioural standards. More 

specifically it was a problem with her hymen, which 

was broken. This was not something that usually hap-

pened and indeed by and large there was only one 

situation in which a hymen came to be broken. This 

woman was only nineteen and unmarried (this we 

knew for a fact) and had never even had a boyfriend 

(so she told us). How then had her hymen come to be 

broken? The answers she had filled in on her forms 

and her verbal responses to questioning were thus 

both problematic. This was an even more serious 

problem than one of behavioural standards since it 

involved dishonesty to the organisation. Dishonesty 

to the organisation was tantamount to disloyalty to that 

organisation, and so to the Party and to the People. 

Whatever way you looked at it, her problem was much 

more serious than f lat feet. Quite frighteningly seri-

ous, in fact. In those days we were particularly sensi-

tive when it came to questions of this nature, wound 

up very tightly indeed about it and liable to snap at the 

slightest rumour, never mind a situation like this with 

cast-iron testimony from the army doctor. The doctor 

hadn’t actually written the word “slut” on the physical 

examination forms, but in her verbal report to her su-

periors and the explanation we subsequently received 

back from them the word certainly appeared. Slut. 

It was something of a taboo word and in the normal 

course of events not one you would let pass your lips, 

but no one was going to pass up the opportunity to 

use it should the chance arise. In fact everyone made 

determined and repeated use of the word. 

Slut! 

We have a slut. 

She is a slut! 

As we all know, the army emphasises discipline 

and standards, so if a woman soldier – one who hasn’t 

even been issued her cap badge yet – is found to be 

a “slut” she will of course be dealt with in the most 
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severe fashion. How was she to be dealt with? The es-

tablished rule was that she be returned to her place of 

origin – wherever it was you came from, off back there 

you go. The man and the woman were going to be 

sent back together. Flatfoot was being sent home, so it 

went without saying The Slut was out too. Who was 

to return them to their place of origin? The Brass as-

signed the job to me. Back then I was a section chief in 

the admin division at headquarters. Recruitment and 

demobilisations both fell under my remit. That’s how I 

came to be accompanying Flatfoot and The Slut back 

to their hometown, Fuyang in Zhejiang. It was only a 

few kilometres outside the famous city of Hangzhou. 

As a northerner, I found myself completely blown 

away by the beautiful scenery of the south. 

In the normal run of things my job would simply 

be to hand the pair over to their local People’s Armed 

Forces Office, explain why they were being rejected 

(providing any supporting documentation) and that 

would be me done. The subsequent ongoing process 

of returning the rejects to their old work unit or back 

to their village or respective families was a matter for 

the People’s Armed Forces Office. Not my job. So 

since I had nothing more to do, at that point I could 

of course just leave. The fact was, a new recruit who 

had yet to be issued with their cap badge remained the 

responsibility of the People’s Armed Forces Office. So 

if something came up it was only right and proper that 

the Office sorted it out. This meant that I only had to 

deliver these two to the People’s Armed Forces Office 

then I could be off. It occurred to me later that if I 

had left straight after handing them over a lot of what 

came afterwards wouldn’t have happened, or at least it 

wouldn’t have been any of my business. While on the 

road I was out of contact, which meant they wouldn’t 

have been able to find me if anything had happened 

and they had wanted to get me involved. The army 

would have sent someone else to deal with the after-

math. But I’d spent the whole journey down complete-

ly smitten by the dream-like southern landscape. It 

was winter but everything here was still green – green 

trees, green grass and green waters. Like a landscape 

from a poem. I felt like I’d died and gone to Heaven. 

When we got to the People’s Armed Forces Office 

I was told the Fuchun River, famed for its beauty since 

olden days, was quite close by their compound. I’d 

grown up reading the magazine Fuchun River Pictorial 

and the river seemed like some ineradicable part of my 

childhood, always in my heart. Now here I was right 

by it, why not go and have a mosey? I even decided 

that if the Office didn’t arrange a trip for me I’d go 

along the river by myself, but anyway as it turned out 

I only had to drop the slightest hint and their Head 

of Office was only too delighted to assign someone to 

accompany me to the splendours of the Fuchun River. 

I mean of course this was arranged for the days ahead. 

That evening I stayed at the county government guest-

house. This stood on Guan Mountain which rose right 

above the Fuchun River, so that night I was lulled to 

sleep by soft sounds of the breeze coming up from 

the water. I slept like I was in the perfect happiness of 

childhood. 

The following morning the person assigned to ac-

company me came to the guesthouse to eat breakfast 

with me. The plan was to finish breakfast then catch 

the nine o’clock ferry. This would take us upriver until 

we reached Dongziguan where we would go ashore 

for lunch then take another ferry back downriver. My 

companion said this was the most beautiful stretch of 

the Fuchun, the river’s course winding through sharp 

bends, now narrow, now broad, hills rolling away on 

either bank. Truly a fine sight. He had clearly made 

_ Mai Jia



7 PATHLIGHT  /   No.3 2016

the trip numerous times and was intimately familiar 

with the sights along our way, describing it all like a 

professional tour guide, no hesitation and barely paus-

ing to think, an endless easy stream of words. It gave 

me itchy feet just to hear them. 

The boat would come up from Hangzhou. The 

quay was at the foot of Guan Mountain, not more 

than five minutes away from the guesthouse. My com-

panion said the ferry would always sound its whistle 

when it docked. The steam whistle blew loud and 

long, louder even than a loudspeaker system. You 

could hear it anywhere in the county town, and since 

we were so close by we wouldn’t need to set off until 

the whistle blew. I was a bit anxious, however, so I set 

off ten minutes early. When I got to the quayside the 

ticket sellers hadn’t even shown up yet. There was just 

a sparse queue of a few people in front of the ticket 

window waiting for it to open. We had an official pass 

so we had no need to queue for tickets. My companion 

said it would be at least another ten minutes before 

the ferry arrived and led me off for a stroll along the 

riverbank, which in fact took us back to the foot of 

Guan Mountain. We came to a little open octagonal 

pavilion that looked out over the river where we sat 

and chatted. I could see the guesthouse and the end-

less expanse of the river. It was very wide at this point 

and the morning light somehow made it seem broader 

still, stretching off as far as the eye could see like the 

ocean. In theory Hangzhou lay somewhere off beyond 

that. My eyes followed the course of the river looking 

that way and after a short while a small black dot ap-

peared on the vast expanse of water. It shimmered and 

grew larger. My companion looked at his watch and 

said that ought to be our ferry. We set off back, still 

strolling at a very leisurely pace, as it seemed obvious 

that it would take longer for the black dot to turn into 

a boat than it would for us to make it back to the quay. 

When we arrived there was now quite a crowd 

gathered by the ticket window, most of them young 

school students. They wore Red Guard armbands and 

one of them was carrying a non-standard red f lag. It 

looked like they were taking part in some sort of revo-

lutionary activity. My companion and I were in uni-

form which caught the young people’s attention. They 

all turned to look over at us and a couple even waved. 

Several seemed to be whispering in each other’s ears. 

I gave them a perfunctory nod in acknowledgement. I 

was thinking that it would be best to avoid getting too 

matey with the students or I’d be spending all my time 

on this trip talking to them with none left for enjoy-

ing the scenery. I’d had this sort of experience before. 

You go to some scenic spot to enjoy the view but some 

comrade with the hots for the People’s Liberation 

Army makes you into the sight to see. What with them 

talking at you and looking at you, you don’t get to see 

a thing. Students are the worst when it comes to this, 

it seems every last one of them longs to join the army 

and they treat any comrade in uniform like some sort 

of embodiment of the ideal. They go out of their way 

to get chatting to you. I don’t actually mind those sort 

of chats where time allows but today I was much more 

interested in engaging with the Fuchun River. It was 

likely the only chance I’d ever get to see it and I didn’t 

want to waste it. So I made a point of leading my com-

panion off to the rear to put a bit of distance between 

ourselves and the students. At this point I saw a Jeep 

come driving over. It pulled up right next to us. Some-

one got out and told me something had happened 

which meant we had to go back to the Office straight 

away. I asked what and they said someone had died. 

The dead person was linked to me, in that it was 

Two Girls from Fuyang _
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the “slut” who I’d brought back here. 

She’d poisoned herself, drank half a bottle of pes-

ticide, DDVP apparently. That was the most lethal of 

the pesticides, a doctor told me later (the same woman 

who’d checked her hymen as it happens). One small 

mouthful and they might be able to save you if they 

found you within about half an hour but any longer 

than that and you were done for. This girl had drunk 

half a bottle and had gone undiscovered for the best 

part of a night, so the Jade Emperor in Heaven him-

self would not have saved her. Her father said no-one 

knew exactly when she’d taken the poison but she’d 

been fine just after midnight when their eldest boy 

came back from evening sentry patrol. She’d been 

sat on her own in one of the front rooms. While she 

looked very upset it hadn’t seemed bad enough that 

she would go and kill herself. Their eldest was a pla-

toon leader in the village militia and it had been his 

turn on night patrol. He’d seen what a sorry sight she 

was and had told her to get to bed but she ignored 

him. Their eldest said she’d not said a word, just sat 

there completely still, like a ghost. Then sometime 

later in the middle of the night their mother had heard 

a muffled sound from the pigsty, something which had 

spooked their two hogs and started them grunting. 

The mother had meant to go down and have a look 

but she’d fallen back asleep. She’d even dreamed that 

she had gone down to check the sty and had slept bet-

ter because she’d not found anything amiss. 

Next morning the dream had come back to her 

so she rushed down to the sty to check. She could see 

that a stack of firewood up against one wall had fallen 

down. The sticks were scattered all over the place in a 

right mess. The pigs were fine, however, neither was 

missing and they didn’t seem to have been injured 

or harmed in any way. This set the mother’s mind 

at rest. She was about to collect a load of firewood 

to cook breakfast with but when she turned back to 

look at the stack she spotted an item of clothing in 

amongst the sticks as she bent down to pick them up. 

It was still very early, the mother said, barely light, 

and she couldn’t tell what sort of clothing it was or 

who it belonged to. She went to pick it up though, as 

she thought it would be a shame if it was mistaken for 

firewood and burned. She got an almighty shock when 

she reached out for the piece of clothing though, be-

cause she could feel ice-cold flesh. 

This had happened three hours ago. The ice-cold 

body – the corpse – had now been dragged out from 

the woodpile by weeping relatives and brought to the 

front corridor of the People’s Armed Forces Office. I’d 

fought in the Vietnam War so I’d seen every kind of 

corpse – young, old, men, women, comrades, enemies, 

Americans, Vietnamese; bodies with an arm missing, 

with no head, eyes wide open, with their tongue stuck 

out. In short, I’d seen a fair few corpses. You could call 

it part of my wealth of experience. At the very least, 

I wasn’t going to jump out of my skin at the sight of 

a dead body. But I did take a sharp intake of breath 

when I saw this corpse in the front corridor of the 

People’s Armed Forces Office. For one thing, it didn’t 

even look like a dead body. All the ones I’d seen were 

lying down, in a bed or on the ground or wherever – 

all lying down they had been, on their backs looking 

up, arms and legs stretched out. Even if they hadn’t 

been that way at first pretty soon someone would lie 

them down like that. This was the basic posture to be 

adopted in death and the living owed it to them. But 

our girl hadn’t even been afforded such a basic expec-

tation. You could say she was lying prone but actually 

_ Mai Jia
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neither her head nor feet were touching the ground. 

Her hands were balled tight into fists and stuck out 

stubbornly in front of her, almost touching her thighs. 

Her body resembled a bow more than it did a corpse. 

It looked a bit like she’d been doing sit-ups or perhaps 

engaged in some titanic struggle. She didn’t want to 

lie down like the dead, she wanted to sit up, stretch 

her legs and get away. How was I expected to keep on 

looking at this? I was also extremely unhappy at the 

number of living people present capable of treating a 

dead person so casually. I pushed angrily through the 

crowd and squatted down ready to help her lie down 

a bit better. In my experience the dead lie where the 

living put them, though you do get the odd one that’s 

a bit tricky to arrange. Not that you can’t, you just 

have to be a bit more patient. When I started to work 

on her I found my efforts were futile. Her body was 

hard as rock, hard and cold. If I pressed down on her 

top half her bottom half would rise up even higher. If 

I pressed down on the bottom half, the reverse hap-

pened. It was like a see-saw. 

Two Girls from Fuyang _
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I had also noticed another frightening thing about 

the corpse. Wherever there was bare skin – her face, 

hands, neck and ankles – there were tendrils of some-

thing dark and black, a very deep black. You could tell 

she was black all over. We’d come all the way down 

together and only parted yesterday so of course I re-

membered what she’d been like and her skin had been 

very soft and pale (all the girls round this part of the 

world had very white skin, maybe the water of the Fu-

chun River breeds beauties). I found it hard to believe 

that in the course of one night life could become death 

and even her white skin could turn deep black. It was 

like she’d been cooked over a slow fire the whole night 

until now she was over-done, like she’d been marinat-

ed in angelica and black soybeans until she looked like 

a stewed black-skinned chicken. A dead body turned 

black was of course as unsettling as one that wanted 

to sit up. On further inspection I could also see trails 

of something dirty at the corners of her mouth and 

coming from her nose and ears. Her father said this 

was blood but because the body had turned black it 

looked more like dirt than blood. It put me in mind of 

the phrase “bleeding from all orifices”, which implied 

death by poison. 

It was also a signifier of the most painful of deaths. 

Everything about this body was telling the living 

that this girl had died in a most horrible and agonising 

manner. 

I’m sure any living person seeing a corpse like 

this would be overcome with the strongest feelings of 

compassion for the dead person. Where relatives are 

concerned that compassion can quickly turn to anger 

and they will start looking for somebody to vent it on. 

I could taste the anger in the air as soon as I went into 

the Office. It had spread through the whole compound 

and had congealed on every dumbfounded face. I was 

acutely aware that I was likely to become the outlet for 

the fury of the dead girl’s family, so I treated the body 

like a dead comrade-in-arms, making a show of my 

grief and indignation, shedding tears and even cursing 

the dead as if my suffering was unbearable. This did 

in fact go some way to ameliorating their mood but it 

could only be a temporary measure at best. Because I 

could well see – anyone could see – that the family tak-

ing this unusual step, hauling the dead body here from 

so far away, was certainly not just so they could hear 

a few words of comfort from us, win a little bit of our 

sympathy. It was not going to be such a simple busi-

ness. From the way they’d behaved already, setting out 

to make things difficult for us, they were definitely in-

tent on kicking up a big fuss. The corridor was packed, 

I counted at least twenty and there were people out in 

the courtyard too. Apparently these were all relations 

of the deceased, goodness knows where so many rela-

tives had sprung from, I suppose anyone with any kind 

of kinship with the dead girl at all must have come. 

Numbers make for a strong case. More people means 

more trouble – it muddles any issue. There was an al-

mighty hubbub in the corridor and sounds of general 

weeping from out in the courtyard. No-one had come 

to comfort anyone. The comrades from the People’s 

Armed Forces Office were a bookish lot and chances 

were they’d never had to deal with something like this 

before. Now they had to they were at a complete loss, 

scurrying back and forth but not one of them with any 

idea where to even start. The gate had been left wide 

open just now when I arrived back and there were 

crowds of onlookers gathered. I had much more expe-

rience of this sort of thing; after all I’d fought in a war. 

I might have been as confused as the next person but 

I was able to get a grip of myself and not lose all con-

trol. Straight after I came in I ordered the sentries to 

_ Mai Jia
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shut the gate – normal practice for a situation like this 

would have seen the gates shut long since. 

By the time I stood up from over the corpse my 

thoughts were in order. I had to regain the initiative 

and send away the bulk of the crowd or else things 

would get further and further out of hand. I’d read the 

dead girl’s paperwork so I knew her father was a village 

head which of course meant he was a Party member. 

So I started off by talking to him, gently but firmly, 

making two points: 

As a Party member, he had been wrong to bring 

his daughter’s dead body here, although he could be 

forgiven as his feelings were understandable; 

When something happened the idea was to 

achieve a resolution, not create further issues. Hav-

ing so many people here was not the way to achieve a 

resolution. If he wanted that to happen, everyone who 

was not immediate family would have to leave at once. 

If they didn’t I would regard it as troublemaking and 

ask the police to intervene. 

I ended by pointing at the window of the PAF 

chief’s office – I said I’m going to go in that office and 

wait for you to come and talk things over but if these 

people don’t leave I won’t let you in the office. I turned 

and left as soon as I’d spoken, giving him no chance to 

argue. Someone started bellowing that they shouldn’t 

let me leave but no-one tried to stop me. By the time 

I’d got indoors and into the office, to my great relief 

I could see from the window that the girl’s father was 

persuading the crowd to leave. 

Around ten minutes later there were only three 

people left, all close family of the dead girl – her 

mother, father and elder brother. I went out into the 

courtyard and invited them into the office. As we 

went indoors the father noticed that the girl’s body 

had disappeared and, assuming we were up to some 

sort of trick, f lew into a rage. I explained that it was 

disrespectful to the deceased to leave her lying on 

the f loor so we had moved the body into one of the 

rooms. I took them to see. It was one of the PAF Of-

fice’s recreation rooms and contained a table tennis 

table. The dead girl had been laid on this. We had 

even put a pillow under her head and covered her in 

a white bedsheet. Now the dead girl looked properly 

dead, not like before when she had been tossed on 

the ground like a live grenade, enough to give anyone 

palpitations. There was a long high-backed bench in 

the room where people could take a breather from the 

table tennis. I’m not sure if the father was tired or if he 

was worried we’d spirit the body away on the sly but 

anyway he didn’t want to leave this room. He went in 

and sat down on the bench and said if we had things to 

talk about we could do it there. He took out a cigarette 

and began to smoke, looking like an ox that was in no 

hurry to move. We were obliged to grab a couple of 

stools and sit down by the corpse. If the dead girl had 

a ghost it would have heard everything we said. 

I was expecting a bitter battle but in fact things 

went quite smoothly with barely any f lare-ups. Both 

sides took a reasonable and ethical approach. The 

father was not in fact a troublemaker even if he had 

set about things in an awkward fashion. Once we got 

sat down he did his best to control his emotions and 

simply say what he’d come to say. This showed he 

had genuinely come to discuss the affair in the proper 

way. He said he’d not carried the body here to get 

money out of us or to stir up trouble and although a 

lot of people had come with him he hadn’t asked them 

to. They’d just followed on, probably because he was 

their village head. He said his daughter’s death was 

fate and he wasn’t blaming us. If anyone was to blame 

he blamed himself – “I drove my daughter to death.” 

Two Girls from Fuyang _
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That really is what he said, those were his very words. 

I was very moved to hear those words coming out 

of his mouth. He said that a comrade from the PAF 

Office had brought his daughter home yesterday af-

ternoon. When he’d seen what the girl had done writ-

ten in black and white he was so ashamed he wanted 

the ground to swallow him up. He felt like he’d been 

stripped naked, the whole family stripped naked for 

all to see. He couldn’t think of any words to say and 

anyway words weren’t enough, he wanted to beat the 

living daylights out of the little trollop. With this in 

mind he’d gone over and fetched her an almighty 

slap. I was told later by the PAF comrade present at 

the time that this slap was harder than most punches 

and it knocked the girl clean unconscious and she fell 

down, bleeding from the mouth and with half her face 

swollen. Still her father didn’t let up and he’d made to 

kick her but fortunately someone caught hold of him. 

The PAF comrade said that the father was so angry 

that when they left they’d warned him specifically that 

he was not to hit the girl or else they would never re-

cruit soldiers from that village again. That was just a 

threat of course but you can see what a terrible state 

the father was in. 

The father said that he hadn’t beaten the girl af-

ter the PAF comrade left. He just asked her to tell 

him the truth, name the rotten little bastard who’d 

had her. He asked her three times but each time she 

denied it and said she was the victim of an injustice. 

Her father still didn’t believe her. He couldn’t believe 

the army would get something like this wrong. How 

could a mistake have been made with the army’s top-

class hospitals, highly-trained doctors and all the best 

equipment? It was clearly his daughter who was in the 

wrong but afraid that if she told the truth it would be 

the worse for her and the man involved and that was 

why she was determined to say nothing. This only 

made her father more angry, fuel on an already raging 

fire. He raised his hand to strike her but he remem-

bered the words of the PAF comrade and the first two 

times managed to restrain himself. The third time he 

could contain himself no longer. The family had just 

finished eating and the table was being cleared. He 

grabbed a bowl and threw it at the girl. She dodged 

that, so he grabbed a shoulder-pole for carrying water 

and chased after her shouting that he was going to kill 

her. To begin with his daughter ran away, out from the 

kitchen and into their main hall then from there to the 

pigsty and back again, scattering dogs and chickens as 

she went and knocking over the furniture. Her father 

caught up with her as she ran back into the main hall 

but he didn’t hit her with the pole he was carrying. He 

threw that aside and boxed her round the ear again, 

as hard as he had before, and just like before she was 

knocked to the ground covered in blood, it might have 

been from her mouth or perhaps her nose. Just in time 

the mother ran over and grabbed hold of the father. 

He struggled to get free shouting that he was going 

to kill the little trollop. The mother hung on as best 

she could and shouted at her daughter to run. The girl 

got to her feet but didn’t run. Instead she turned her 

bloodied face to her father and in a voice calmer than 

anyone could have imagined said there was no need 

for him to kill her as she was going to do it herself. 

Everyone was struck by how calm she was. The father 

said he remembered saying just one thing before he 

went off to bed. What he said was, if you’re not going 

to tell me the bastard’s name then I do want you to kill 

yourself. 

The daughter said, then all I can do is kill myself 

for you. 

The father said, you go ahead and kill yourself! 

_ Mai Jia
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He repeated this several times, the father told me: 

as he was going upstairs, at the top of the stairs, then 

later as he was lying in bed and heard his daughter 

sobbing down below it had bothered him so he got up 

and said it to her again. The father sincerely believed 

he’d driven his daughter to death so he had not come 

expecting anything from the army, if anyone owed 

restitution it was him. But what he did want to know 

before he died was whether or not his daughter had 

slept with anyone. He said he was certain now that she 

hadn’t. At this point he began sobbing. He took out a 

piece of paper which he said was a letter his daughter 

had left. I took it from him and read it. There was only 

one sentence: Dad, I’ve been done wrong, when I’m 

dead you can go and see the army and prove I’ve been 

done wrong. 

The father said that he had actually thought about 

that while he was in bed. Since she was so determined 

not to admit to it was there any chance his daughter 

had been falsely accused, especially because his daugh-

ter was “like a little lamb”, soft and introverted and 

always one to do what she was told ever since she was 

tiny, not at all the wilful sort. And if she did have some 

secret that she wasn’t willing to tell, after a beating like 

he’d given her she would never have been able to hide 

it and would soon have come clean. The mother inter-

rupted now. She said she’d spoken to their daughter 

after the father had gone upstairs. She said the girl had 

been scared out of her wits by how furious her father 

was – “wet herself, she had” – but even in this state she 

was firm in her denial, she hadn’t slept with “any bas-

tard”. She just kept saying I didn’t, that was the answer 

she gave whatever you asked, like she was simple. The 

mother said she knew her daughter and even if she’d 

had ten times the courage she’d never have done any-

thing of the sort. If you really insisted it had happened 

then it must have been a ghost because the girl knew 

nothing about it. 

The mother looked timid and frightened but once 

she got talking she was very persuasive and she seemed 

even more convinced than the father. Then the father 

continued. He said the mother had said the same to 

him the night before and that had set him thinking 

perhaps the girl had been done wrong and he’d in-

tended to come over today to tell that to the army. 

He’d never imagined that when his daughter said she’d 

kill herself she’d go right ahead and do it. The father 

now burst into tears again, cursing himself for killing 

his daughter and going over to hug her corpse. 

“My girl, my poor girl, your dad has killed you. 

Your dad came here today to ask the army if you’d 

been falsely accused, I want to get them to check 

again.” He meant he wanted a post-mortem! 

No-one had expected a request like this from the 

family. 

Not an unreasonable request, but a very ignorant 

one. This was not just a case of dropping your pants 

and farting, it would clearly involve fiddling about 

with that most private of places. We implored them 

earnestly not to do this, it would be disrespectful to 

the deceased and would do no good to the living ei-

ther. But the father, the mother and even the brother 

were having none of it. It appeared they were con-

vinced the girl could not have slept with anyone and 

they had made their minds up to get us to bring in a 

doctor to examine her again. I didn’t know what to say. 

I was almost a hundred percent certain that nothing 

good would come of their request. A fresh examina-

tion would only make things worse for them; spread 

the scandal even further abroad. The truth was that 

for a gynaecological specialist it was entirely obvi-

ous whether or not a hymen had been broken, there 
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was almost no chance the doctor had made a mistake. 

Though when it came to it, the fact the hymen was 

broken didn’t mean for certain that the girl had slept 

with someone. Of course that was usually the case 

but you couldn’t rule out some other exceptional cir-

cumstance. Like this one time when I was in Vietnam. 

There was a young girl getting a lift in our truck when 

we got hit by a shell. The girl was thrown out of the 

truck. When she hit the ground she could see she was 

bleeding. She thought she’d taken a piece of shrap-

nel and she was screaming in terror. We took her to 

a medic who checked her over and said she was fine; 

it was just that something had broken “down there”. 

That made me think that in the present case the army’s 

conclusion had not been completely scientific. Put 

another way, we were in no position to say for certain 

whether or not their daughter had slept with anyone, 

but there was no chance the doctor had got the basic 

issue wrong, as that was entirely black-and-white. So 

re-examining the girl would do no good for the living 

or the dead, all it would achieve was to make public 

something that wasn’t yet general knowledge. So long 

as I could put it to them clearly in those terms they’d 

give up on the idea, I thought, but how could you say 

that? And what if they used my words against me later 

on, wouldn’t I just be making trouble for myself? So I 

came up with different reasons instead and didn’t put 

it like that. Those reasons didn’t get through to the 

family and they stuck to their demand for a fresh ex-

amination and there was no way to refute their reasons 

or conditions. 

The father said so long as we re-examined her and 

confirmed his daughter’s problem then as soon as he 

got the results he’d take the body away. He’d not say 

another word, not trouble us another minute, not raise 

the slightest hint of any other request. 

The mother said her daughter had taken her own 

life to prove her innocence and if we didn’t agree to 

their request she would kill herself right here as well. 

The brother said if that happened he’d take both 

bodies up to Beijing and see what Chairman Mao had 

to say about it! 

The father also said that if that happened he’d kill 

himself here too, as he couldn’t go on living with that 

great disgrace. 

Then the brother said in that case he would take 

all three bodies up to Beijing… we’d got to the point 

now where nothing I said was going to be of any use. 

I was very angry but also very sad. The daughter fail-

ing to make a soldier and then dying had been a dou-

ble blow for the family. I sympathised with them and 

wanted to ease their suffering a bit. I’d even secretly 

decided to pay them a double burial fee and attend 

the funeral myself to do whatever I could to stop their 

neighbours looking down on them. But it seemed 

they’d settled on a different way of regaining their 

self-respect and you couldn’t have stopped them if you 

wanted to. With no other option I talked it over with 

the PAF Office chief and we decided to accede to their 

request, and moreover to get it done “double quick 

time”. We contacted the hospital that morning and 

sent a car out to collect the doctors just after noon. 

They were two gynaecological specialists, one older 

and one in her prime. The pair spent less than five 

minutes in the recreation room before emerging to 

hand us a one-page signed report of the results of their 

examination: the deceased girl’s hymen was completely 

intact. 

It felt like getting caught in an ambush! 

I went straight to the post office and placed a long 

distance call to report in with headquarters. I rang 

straight through to the chief of staff who was my di-
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rect superior. After inquiring into the state of play he 

admonished me for taking the word of local doctors 

called in by the People’s Armed Forces Office. That 

was a wake-up for me. He was right; in this business I 

shouldn’t trust the PAF too far. There were interests at 

stake here, who was going to take responsibility? If we 

went with the “intact” line then they were in the clear, 

if not then all responsibility fell on their heads. My 

chief of staff asked me to go to Hangzhou the follow-

ing day and ask the provincial military district to help 

get an army doctor sent over to do another examina-

tion. Before he hung up he changed his mind and said 

he’d arrange the army doctor, all I needed to do was 

wait where I was. 

The next morning the doctors sent by the provin-

cial military district arrived as arranged. There were 

two of them as well and they were also gynaecological 

specialists. Just like their peers the day before, the two 

women proceeded solemnly to the recreation room 

and again like the previous day came back out very 

soon after. Their report was almost word for the word 

the same as well: the hymen was intact! 

When the chief of staff back at headquarters heard 

the news he set out at once and was stood in front of 

me the following day. He had brought our own army 

doctor with him, the same doctor who had originally 

determined that the deceased “had a problem”, a big 

sturdy woman from Shandong. She was the wife of 

one of the section chiefs at the military district and was 

usually a bit full of herself but this time I could clearly 

see a look of abject trepidation about her. By the time 

she came out of the recreation room her expression 

had become one of complete terror. She in fact spent 

less than a minute in the room. We assumed when 

she came out that she’d forgotten some bit of kit and 

would be going back in but instead she led the chief 

of staff and me off to a different office and in a state of 

utter panic told us something was wrong. What was 

wrong, we asked? It was the wrong person, she said. 

Apparently the minute she’d lifted back up sheet 

and had a quick look she had felt something was 

amiss. She said just like the tips of everyone’s fingers 

were different so was every woman “down there”. She 

looked “down there” on the dead woman and thought 

it was completely different from the one she remem-

bered. This made her take a careful look at the face 

and she was thunderstruck as it was clearly not the 

same person. She said that although she had exam-

ined a lot of people that day (twenty two in all) only 

one of them had presented a problem on examination 

(the only one there had been for several years) so of 

course she would recognise her, even if she was dead. 

This was perfectly credible; after all she remembered 

their nether regions so of course she’d get the face. 

How had this happened? The army doctor thought 

the locals must have swapped the body with a view to 

extorting us. I could be certain that was not possible. 

Although a dead person looks nothing like they did 

when they were alive there was still abundant evidence 

that this was one and the same individual – the whorls 

in her ears, the big red mole on her neck and the 

short haircut she’d been given when she reported to 

camp. And who was going to die just to impersonate 

someone else? I was convinced that the error had been 

made on our part, we’d got two different people mixed 

up: a case of mistaken identity. 

Actually when we heard the army doctor describe 

what happened during the initial examination we could 

see how the problem had arisen. The doctor said that 

since hardly anyone ever presented a problem in this 

bit of the physical – she’d only ever found this one girl 

having performed these checks over a number of years 

Two Girls from Fuyang _



 PATHLIGHT  /   No.3 201616

– in order to save a bit of effort she (and the other 

doctors too) would get all the forms and put them to 

one side and only then call in the recruits. By calling 

in she didn’t mean each person by name, they just told 

the nurse to bring the girls in in order and she’d check 

them one by one. So long as there wasn’t any problem 

the doctor probably wouldn’t even speak, she’d just pat 

the girl on the arse to send them on their way. As one 

was going out the next would be coming in, like a con-

veyor belt. So long as no one had a problem, things 

were pretty straightforward. When the doctor came 

out all she had to do was stamp “normal” on each form 

and sign her name. It was only if someone did present 

a problem, like this girl had that day, that they would 

get “individual treatment”. This involved asking a few 

pertinent questions: name, age, sexual history or oth-

erwise and so forth. The doctor said this girl had an-

swered all the questions, including saying she’d “never 

even had a boyfriend” which were her actual words. 

Since they had taken this girl’s name there should be 

no confusion. Once she’d finished all the examinations 

she went out to get this one girl’s forms and write her 

remarks on it. She wrote: this person claims to have 

never even had a boyfriend but on examination it has 

been found that her hymen is absent which is highly 

abnormal. I suggest that the organisation handles this 

matter with the utmost discretion. As for the other 

recruits’ forms, the doctor said the nurse had stamped 

them normal and then she’d just signed them off. 

To be honest, a “conveyor belt” system of exami-

nations was quite common in hospitals, even when 

it came to X-rays or ECGs. But so far as I knew, the 

person in question was always present when their 

form was being filled in and handed over. The doctor 

should have known whether this girl’s form had in fact 

been the one that was handed back to her. The doc-

tor said that because this part of the physical involved 

an intimate examination it had always been left to last 

when ordering the various tests, which meant once 

this examination was finished so was the entire army 

physical, so there was then no need for the forms to 

be given back to the various individuals. The doctors 

would pass them straight on to their superiors. I asked 

the doctor if she remembered what name this girl had 

given. Of course, said the doctor, it was                       . 

That was indeed the dead girl’s name! 

We had the answer to our puzzle. I need hardly 

tell you how it went: this girl, realising the examina-

tion had revealed a problem, had deliberately given 

the name of the dead girl which had in turn led to the 

army doctor making a mistaken identification. Any na-

ïve or unfounded ideas we might have had about what 

had happened should now be set aside. All that mat-

tered now was coming up with a satisfactory resolution 

of the injustice that had cost a young woman her life. 

How we resolved the matter of course depended 

on what sort of fuss the family were planning to kick 

up. I should say they made barely any fuss at all, they 

only made two demands that were in no way excessive: 

first that the funeral expenses were paid and second 

that the army enlist the dead girl’s younger sister. The 

chief of staff didn’t even refer the matter back to head-

quarters, he agreed to both demands on his own rec-

ognisance. We only found out later that the sister was 

a bit too young, only fifteen, so we proposed waiting a 

year before we came to get her. This the family would 

not agree to, perhaps afraid we would go back on our 

word at a later date. Since we could not convince them 

otherwise the chief of staff arranged for me to stay be-

hind and handle the paperwork to enlist the younger 

sister. He and the doctor would leave beforehand. 

Before he left the chief told me not to hang about and 
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to get back to headquarters as soon as possible, as it 

looked likely I was due another trip down this way. I 

knew what he was getting at and to my mind it wasn’t 

just likely, it was definite. As the doctor put it, the fir-

ing squad would not have been too harsh for the girl 

in question! She might have been right; this girl had 

indirectly caused someone’s death and merely sending 

her back where she came from seemed like letting her 

off lightly. I thought it sounded pretty harsh coming 

from the doctor though. I’d never liked this overbear-

ing section chief’s wife and at that point I found her 

utterly repellent. I wondered why she hadn’t shown 

the girl a bit of sympathy at the time and let the mat-

ter slide and that would have been an end to the busi-

ness. Now instead we had the lot: death, tragedy, farce, 

comedy, stories, rumours and hearsay. Whatever we 

hadn’t had quite yet would like as not be along soon 

enough. One wave hadn’t passed yet but the next was 

already coming in. I felt weary and a bit afraid. It was 

on account of these feelings that I made a point of at-

tending the dead girl’s funeral. 

Going to the funeral meant I stayed down there 

an extra day and it was only on the third day after 

the chief had left that I finished all the paperwork for 

enlisting the dead girl’s sister. On the morning of the 

fourth day I set off back for headquarters bringing the 

sister along. By this point I’d been in Fuyang for over 

a week and I still hadn’t been for a trip along the Fu-

chun River like I’d hoped. Not my fate you could say 

or else my fate was not yet ripe. Even though I’d come 

right here beside the river my journey had been for 

nothing. 

I sat opposite the sister on the train back. The two 

sisters looked and behaved so alike that I several times 

found myself imagining I was actually on the trip down 

to Fuyang. That trip had been just the same, with me 

sat opposite the dead girl, though we had hardly spo-

ken in the seven or eight hours the journey took. She’d 

acted like a convict, had been completely withdrawn 

and unwilling even to meet my gaze. She did once beg 

me to tell her what she had done wrong. Technically 

I was actually allowed to tell her and anyway she’d be 

finding out soon enough but on the spur of the mo-

ment I said to her in my most bureaucratic voice: “The 

organisation will inform you.” By organisation I meant 

the local People’s Armed Forces Office but actually 

hearing it from me would have been very different 

from hearing it from them. With me she would have 

had a chance to argue her case but how could she ar-

gue with the People’s Armed Forces Office? That spur 

of the moment bit of bureaucratese had removed any 

chance of defending herself she might have had. All 

the way back I kept wondering if I had told her sooner, 

told her on the train down, whether things might have 

turned out completely differently. The question left 

me feeling very tired. When I remembered that I’d 

soon be making the self-same trip again I really did 

feel very, very weary at heart. I think back on it now 

and it’s all a daze, I’m not sure if I’m really remember-

ing or the whole thing was a dream. 

Translated by Jim Weldon
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Alai

阿来
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Red Poppies, the novel that won him the Mao Dun Literature Prize in 2000, explores feudal Tibetan society in a 
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Central Asian epic – have been translated into English by Howard Goldblatt and Sylvia Li-Chun Lin. More short 
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Three Grassworms (Part 2)

By Alai

三只虫草（下）

4 

very day brought new grassworms. 

Sangay and his parents carefully collected 

the dried grassworms and placed them in-

side their custom-made chest. The outside 

of the chest was made from iron, and the inside was 

lined with crimson velvet. There the dried grassworms 

lay, quietly asleep in the darkness. Before the week was 

out there were nearly six hundred in there, not count-

ing the twenty that had been out on the plank that 

night when the lama came to visit. And not counting 

the three that were in Sangay’s pencil case. 

Tomorrow was going to be the last day they would 

spend on this hill. 

When they gathered in front of the village chief’s 

tent to draw lots again, Sangay’s father picked another 

short stick. “I really ought to take my turn guarding 

the crossroads, all the same,” he said, keeping his de-

light to himself. 

But when he got home he was jubilant. “It looks 

like our family is really having a lucky year.” 

“We’ll know the gods are really looking after us if 

our girl gets into university,” said Sangay’s mother. 

Sangay’s father washed his hands and topped up 

the oil in the lamp they placed before the Buddha 

statue, feeding the flame. 

As he was lying in bed that night, Sangay made 

new plans for his three grassworms. He wanted to go 

back to school and use them to buy a present each for 

Mr. Tobygal and Miss Lhamo. He thought about how 

his teachers liked to spend sunny weekends washing in 

the yard. Mr. Tobygal would cover his face with Lucky 

brand shaving foam and trim his beard, while Miss 

Lhamo washed her hair with Rejoice brand shampoo. 

When he got back he would buy them a new tin of 

shaving foam and bottle of shampoo. 

But just three grassworms – they would only come 

to ninety kuai! He worried he wouldn’t be able to af-

ford to buy a new pair of fingerless leather gloves for 

his cousin. His anxiety lingered like a grey bird, cir-

cling him until he fell asleep. 

* 

The next morning, Sangay’s father went off to 

do guard duty. Sangay went up the mountain with 

his mother. The swollen, abdominal slopes had been 

picked over several times already (except for the west 

side, which belonged to a different village), so they 

E

Part 1 of this story appeared in the Summer 2016 issue of Pathlight. Grassworm; binomial 

name ophiocordyceps sinesis. A parasitic fungus that mummifies the body of ghost moth larvae to 

produce a stalk-like fruiting body that is prized for its reputed medicinal qualities. 



 PATHLIGHT  /   No.3 201620

didn’t do so well this time – Sangay and his mother 

found only a dozen grassworms between them. Sangay 

suggested they head back down early, to pack up their 

things so they could leave swiftly the next morning 

when the time came to move to a new campsite. 

Sangay’s mother sat down and told him to rest his 

head on her leg. “What do we want to go early for?” 

she said. “No one can go up the new hill to look for 

grassworms until after the monks perform their cer-

emony anyway.” 

“But if we go early we can find more kindling,” 

said Sangay, “and collect more dried dung, and our 

stove will blaze better than anyone else’s.” 

“It’s our family that is going to be blazing ahead, 

with a child as smart as you.” 

Sangay switched to Mandarin to recite a diction-

ary definition of the word “blaze”. He rattled off a few 

example sentences, then smiled. “I can’t think of any 

more.” 

His mother rubbed his head. “Heavens, what else 

have you got buried in that brain of yours?” 

Sangay had left his three grassworms drying on 

the plank. When they returned to the tent he placed 

them back in his pencil case. He had big plans for 

those grassworms. 

Afterwards he went to draw water from the stream. 

His mother had told him that they would be boiling 

a pot of meat today. They would add a leg bone of 

yak to the big chunks of meat to make for a nice thick 

soup. 

Sangay put the leg bone on a stone outside the 

tent, and splintered it with an axe. Chips of bone flew 

off in every direction. The sound didn’t frighten off 

the birds who gathered hopping about the grass, fight-

ing for the meat-stained, marrow-flecked shards. 

His mother leant against the entrance to the tent. 

“The birds aren’t afraid of you,” she said, laughing. 

“Doesn’t that make you angry?” 

Sangay applied himself to the bone with renewed 

vigour, hacking off even more chips for the birds to 

peck at. But they were still just bones, despite the trac-

es of meat juice and marrow, and the birds flapped off 

again once they’d satisfied themselves with a nibble. 

Sangay took off his knitted cap when he was finished, 

releasing a puff of steam into the air. 

“Look,” said his mother, “your head’s boiling over 

before the pot’s got going.” 

She gathered the splintered bits of bone from 

around Sangay’s feet and tipped them into the pot. As 

the scent of meat filled the tent, Sangay totted up this 

year’s crop. Not counting his three grassworms, or the 

twelve he’d set aside for his grandma and his sister, the 

family had found a further six hundred and seventy-

one between them. One grassworm was thirty kuai. 

Six hundred times thirty made eighteen thousand, and 

seventy times thirty was two thousand one hundred. 

Add those two together and you had twenty thousand 

and one hundred, plus one extra thirty. 

“Wow,” he said to his mother, “in total we’ve made 

twenty thousand, one hundred and thirty.” 

His mother’s face melted into a smile. 

At that moment Sangay’s father bent down to 

enter the tent. “Are you happy because of the money 

we’ve made?” he asked, “or because our son worked it 

out so quickly?” Before she had a chance to reply, he 

added: “We have a guest.” 

There was indeed someone else standing outside 

the tent. He was wearing a long woolen coat and a 

peaked cap: a cadre. A thick black moustache covered 

his upper lip. 

With a slight tip of his cap he bent down and 

stepped into the tent. Sangay’s mother moved over a 

cushion and invited him to sit down beside the stove. 

The man sat down with his legs crossed and glow-
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ered at Sangay. “So this is the Sangay who ran away 

from school.” 

“But I’m still going to get full marks in the end-

of-term exam, all the same,” said Sangay. 

“I don’t believe you know who I am. My name is 

Gonbo.” 

“Hello Mr. Gonbo.” 

“I am an administrative researcher from the local 

government. I am conducting a special probe into the 

issue of students skipping school for a grassworm holi-

day.” 

“What does ‘probe’ mean?” asked Sangay. He had 

never heard the word before. 

“On the day you went missing, I began a probe 

into your school,” said the researcher. “Seven more 

students ran away in the week after you left.” 

Sangay’s father tried to interrupt, but the research-

er silenced him with a raised hand before he had a 

chance to speak up for his son. “You don’t have to say 

anything. Sangay and I are talking. Sangay is the kind 

of person with whom it is worth having a conversa-

tion.” 

“What does ‘probe’ mean?” Sangay persisted. “I’ve 

never heard of one.” 

The researcher smiled politely at Sangay’s mother 

as she handed him a bowl of yak meat soup. He took a 

gulp, and then smacked his lips to show his apprecia-

tion. Only then did he answer Sangay: “It’s an investi-

gation.” 

Sangay’s gaze fell to the f loor. “An investigation. 

And you’re one of the authorities.” 

The researcher chortled. “So young, and already 

you know what authorities are? Don’t worry, I’m not 

here to take you back to school.” 

Sangay could finally relax. “Really?” 

“What do you hear out there?” 

Sangay realised that the noise outside the tent 

had a particular timbre tonight. It was the sound of a 

crowd of kids, brimming with youthful energy, coming 

into the campsite. The school had finally announced a 

holiday, and all the children were coming back to their 

families. The boys were wild, shouting and scamper-

ing around for no particular reason, and the girls were 

jumping rope, one two three four five six seven, seven six 

five four three two one! 

Sangay rushed out of the tent to join them. 

But his classmates weren’t entirely happy to see 

him. They were still jealous of him. He had run away 

from school, but he would still manage to get full 

marks in the end-of-term exam – and it was rumoured 

around the campsite that he had managed to dig up 

at least ten thousand kuai worth of grassworms. They 

kicked a ball around in a circle up on the grassy slope, 

but no one passed to Sangay. And whenever someone 

hoofed the ball off into the distance, someone would 

yell “Sangay!” 

And off he went to retrieve the ball. But still, no 

one would pass to him. It was depressing. He wished it 

would hurry up and get dark so he could go home. 

* 

His father was counting money when he got back, 

licking his fingertips as he handed ten notes at a time 

to Sangay’s mother. Finally he smiled. “Twenty thou-

sand, one hundred, and thirty yuan.” 

Sangay’s mother was concerned, however. “But the 

village agreed we would all sell off our grassworms at 

the same time.” 

The researcher smiled and tucked his wallet into 

his pocket. “I’m off to eat at the village chief’s place 

now, and I’ll buy their grassworms while I’m at it.” 

Sangay’s mother took a big piece of meat out of 

the pot and wrapped it up for the researcher to take 
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with him. 

“Keep it,” he said. For next time.” 

Which meant he wouldn’t be disappearing alto-

gether just yet. He patted Sangay on the head. “I need 

to stay and keep an eye on all these kids who have 

come back home to dig for grassworms. Make sure 

they don’t fall down, or get bitten by a bear.” 

“Don’t worry,” said Sangay’s father, “it’s been a de-

cade since there were any bears in these hills.” 

“Just a figure of speech,” said the researcher, as he 

stood up with their grassworms chest. “Keep your next 

harvest of grassworms for me too.” He pulled back the 

entrance to the tent, and left. 

“He didn’t pay for the chest!” said Sangay. The 

velvet, he remembered, plus the iron sheeting, the 

reinforced lining, and the construction fee, had come 

to about three hundred kuai. Sangay’s father had spent 

three days at the metalworker’s, supervising the chest’s 

construction, and Sangay had joined him there every 

day after school. On the first day, the craftsman had 

beaten the iron out into a rectangle, to make the basic 

shape of the chest. On the second day he had added 

the reinforced lining, and the red velvet. On the third, 

the lid, and the metal handle and, finally, a lock. 

The lock was taken from a broken old briefcase 

that Sangay had found. Visitors to the town often 

threw away bits of rubbish they didn’t want any more. 

Motorists might leave an old tyre; backpackers, a hik-

ing pole. And a cadre who had come to inspect the 

school had discarded a briefcase that had worn away 

to nothing at the corners. At the time, Sangay didn’t 

know why he had pulled off the lock. He wasn’t aware 

his father was planning to make a special chest for 

their grassworms. But when his father revealed the 

reason for his trip to the town, Sangay had produced 

the lock. 

“We only hang onto the grassworms for a couple 

of weeks after digging them up,” said Sangay. “Why 

make a chest?” 

“Grassworms provide us with our livelihood. We 

shouldn’t be stuffing them into some old sack,” his fa-

ther replied. 

Three days later, the chest was finished. And then 

they attached the lock. 

The metalworker laughed at them. “What’s the 

point of putting on a lock you don’t have the key for?” 

“A lock without a key is still a lock,” Sangay’s fa-

ther replied. “And a deaf ear is still an ear.” 

It was true: with the lock attached, even though 

there was no key, it looked like a proper chest. The 

kind of chest you could keep your most precious 

things inside. 

But now the researcher had taken it away. 

Sangay chased after him, and at the entrance to 

the village chief’s tent he yanked the belt on the back 

of the researcher’s coat. 

“I didn’t accidentally give your family too much 

money, did I?” he asked. 

“The chest,” said Sangay, “you can’t take our 

chest.” 

“What chest? I just took the grassworms.” 

“You can only take the grassworms,” said Sangay, 

“not the chest the grassworms are in.” 

“Tell me then,” said the researcher, as he realised 

what Sangay was talking about, “am I supposed to 

carry these grassworms in my cupped hands, or my 

mouth?” 

“The men who usually buy the grassworms have 

containers of their own to put them in,” said Sangay. 

What Sangay didn’t know was that the researcher 

did have a special chest of his own. It was electric, and 

it maintained a constant temperature and humidity. 

It wasn’t made for grassworms – it was what city folk 

used to store cigars. The researcher had left this chest 
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in his car. He had been planning to collect the grass-

worms from a few more families after eating with the 

village chief, and then put them all in this chest. He 

was planning to give Sangay’s family their chest back 

the next morning. 

But now he decided he could have some fun with 

Sangay. “Have you been to the supermarket in town?” 

he asked. 

Sangay said he had. 

“What did you buy?” 

“Sweets, and some ink.” 

“And did they make you give back the wrappers 

the sweets had come in? And the ink bottle?” 

Sangay shook his head. 

“Are you shaking your head? You realise I can’t see 

what you’re doing in the dark, right?” 

“You only paid for the grassworms,” said Sangay. 

“You didn’t pay for the chest.” 

The researcher laughed. Instead of heading into 

the village chief’s tent, he went over towards his car. 

From a distance, when it was just possible to see the 

ref lective gleam of the windows, he pressed his key. 

The car cheeped and flashed its lights. 

When he opened the boot, the lights came on and 

revealed a chest with a dim metallic lustre. There were 

two dials the size of watches attached to it. 

“Pay attention kid,” said the researcher. “This is 

what you call a chest.” 

He opened it, took out a plastic container, placed 

the grassworms in it, and then put it back inside the 

beautiful chest. 

Sangay was expecting the researcher to give him 

back his family’s chest now. But the researcher had 

other plans. “When you finish the ink,” he said, “do 

you take the bottles back to the supermarket?” 

This time Sangay neither spoke nor shook his 

head. He didn’t dare reply that he and his classmates 

had put the empty ink bottles on the wall and used 

them as targets for catapult practice. 

“I know you break the bottles,” said the research-

er, “because the ground on the other side of the wall 

is covered with broken glass. You think I don’t know? 

And here was me thinking you’d come chasing after 

me because you wanted to hand me a letter of self-

criticism about your running away from school. No, I 

don’t want this tatty old chest of yours, but this is the 

packaging which the grassworms I bought came in.” 

Sangay adopted a pleading tone. “You already have 

such a lovely chest. Why don’t you give ours back?” 

The researcher lit a cigarette. He was wearing the 

typical expression of a cadre looking to make some-

one’s life difficult. “By all accounts, you seem to be a 

model student. I haven’t forced you to write a letter of 

self-criticism. Yet now you want me to give you back 

this chest for nothing?” 

Sangay knew you couldn’t expect any niceties 

when you saw that kind of look on the face of a cadre. 

He wouldn’t be getting back that chest. He swallowed. 

He forced himself to say the words: “I’ll give you 

grassworms.” 

The researcher bent down. “Grassworms? You’ll 

give me grassworms?” 

“In exchange for the chest.” 

“How many?” asked the researcher. 

“Three,” answered Sangay, loud and clear. “Three 

grassworms.” 

The researcher tossed the cigarette butt to the 

ground and ground out the spark with his foot. 

“Done!” 

Sangay picked up the chest. 

“Kid, let me give you your first business lesson,” 

said the researcher. “You should hand over the grass-

worms before you take the chest.” 

Sangay raced back to the tent and took the metal 
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pencil case out from under his pillow. The researcher 

had lit another cigarette by the time he got back. He 

looked at the three plump, spotless grassworms ly-

ing inside the pencil case, then plucked them out one 

by one and placed them inside the plastic container, 

together with all the other grassworms his family had 

gathered over the last few days and sold for over twen-

ty thousand kuai. 

Sangay picked up the chest again. 

“Wait,” said the researcher. From inside the car he 

retrieved a bag of sweets and a beautiful notebook. He 

opened the chest Sangay was holding and placed them 

inside, then snapped the lid shut. “To congratulate you 

on a successful business transaction.” 

He patted Sangay’s head, and then headed towards 

the village chief’s tent. 

Sangay carried the chest back home. Above, the 

stars shone; below, he shed tears. He thought about 

those three fat grassworms. He thought about the fin-

gerless gloves he’d wanted to buy his cousin, and how 

he’d now have to go and see him empty-handed. He 

thought about how he wouldn’t be able to buy shaving 

foam or shampoo for his teachers, and his tears con-

tinued to fall. He gazed up into the sky, and through 

his tears the stars assumed a more dazzling radiance. 

He stood for a while in the evening breeze, wait-

ing until his tears had dried before going back into the 

tent. 

“I’ve got our chest back,” he said to his parents. 

5 

The researcher started up his car while everyone 

was packing up the tents. He made a point of driving 

past Sangay, winding down the window and addressing 

him just as he would a grown-up: “I’ll be back in a few 

days. Save your grassworms for me.” 

Sangay didn’t respond. He didn’t feel like talking 

to him. 

Sangay’s attitude worried his father. “Hey, an au-

thority’s talking to you.” 

The researcher turned to Sangay’s father. “I’m 

rather fond of this kid,” he said. “I’ll bring him a pres-

ent when I come back. What kind of thing does he 

like?” 

“Books,” his father replied. 

“How about a set of encyclopaedias?” the re-

searcher said to Sangay. “You’ll have made a decent 

profit,” he added quietly. “Do you know how much 

that costs? More than eight hundred yuan! I’m telling 

you, being fond of someone is bad for business.” 

He stepped on the accelerator, and the car went 

juddering off over the grassland. Sangay had seen cars 

sink into the mud before, and he wondered whether a 

similar fate might befall this car. Or rather: he hoped it 

would. But the car shook and roared and rushed down 

from the spongy grassland and onto the road. The 

researcher waved one last time, and then dirt span up 

from the rear wheels of the car as it disappeared into 

the mountains, leaving a lingering curtain of dust. 

“The man likes you,” said Sangay’s father in a re-

proachful tone. 

“I don’t like being spoken to by a fancy-pants like 

him,” Sangay replied. 

But he was already imagining what that encyclo-

paedia set would look like. This was the second time 

he had heard of such a book. A group of mountaineers 

had once passed through his school, giving each mem-

ber of his class a pencil case and taking lots of photos 

with them. They said that when they got back to the 

city, in a fortnight at the latest, they would send them 

the photos, together with an encyclopaedia. But that 

was two years ago, and they’d still received nothing 

from them. 
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Sangay continued to think about the encyclopae-

dia as they went looking for grassworms on the next 

hill. 

* 

Meanwhile, the researcher was hurrying along 

with his journey. He swore under his breath: a traf-

fic jam had forced him to stop the car. He was not a 

happy man. 

It wasn’t so long ago that he had been a vice 

county commissioner. When the time came for the 

reassignment of cadre positions, everyone said he was 

bound to end up as county commissioner, or at least a 

deputy county commissioner. But no: he had become 

the county researcher. It was common knowledge that 

you were only appointed researcher when you were 

winding down for retirement. But he was only forty. 

And they made him researcher. 

His first task was to investigate the grassworm hol-

idays of rural schools. Though he had been assigned 

a driver, he had driven himself out to the countryside, 

because he was not a happy man. “Grassworms,” he 

said when he arrived at Sangay’s school, “what about 

grassworms? Students should be studying, not root-

ing around for grassworms!” This, too, was because he 

was not a happy man. 

A week later, when he had calmed down, he re-

ceived word from a friend that it would not be too 

hard to get reinstated to his former post, or even 

something better. All he had to do was pay a few visits 

to the right people, and distribute some grassworms. 

So he had reinstated the week-long holiday. “What 

else can I do?” he said. “The young and old of the 

grassland rely on grassworms to make a living, after all.” 

He had collected grassworms worth fifty thousand 

kuai at the hill belonging to Sangay’s village. Now, 

as he drove along, he was in a hurry to deliver them 

while they were still fresh. The traffic jam meant that 

by the time he got to the city it was already dark, and 

the rows of streetlights on either side of the newly 

constructed main road were glimmering into life. 

That night the researcher knocked on the doors of 

two households. He gave the grassworms he had taken 

from the village chief to the minister, and the grass-

worms from Sangay’s family went to the party secre-

tary. 

* 

Sangay’s three grassworms spent three nights at 

the party secretary’s house. 

On the third night, the secretary came home late. 

His wife had taken the grassworms out of the fridge. 

She had just been nibbling on one of them, and had 

concluded it was good grassworm, when the secretary 

came home. 

“The grassworms are splendid this year!” she said 

to her husband. 

“Wrap them up nicely then,” he said, “and I’ll 

gift them to another party secretary when I have a 

chance.” 

“From one secretary to another,” said his wife. 

He laughed. “And chances are he’ll pass them on 

to some other, more important secretary, rather than 

eating them himself.” 

“Why has no one ever written a book called ‘The 

Adventures of a Grassworm’?” The secretary’s wife 

had once been a teacher, but she hadn’t been working 

for the last few years. She was happy enough spending 

her free time at home, reading. And it was her love of 

reading that prompted her question. 

The secretary held a doctorate, and – though 

somebody else had helped him write his thesis – he 
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had at least completed his undergraduate course all 

by himself. He sat down at his computer and nudged 

the mouse; he enjoyed spending time on the internet 

when he got home. 

“You’ve no chance of reading something like that,” 

he said. “The local economy and culture are back-

wards – no one in these parts can write novels, still less 

novels about officialdom.” 

His wife gathered up the grassworms, but she put 

a few dozen aside and put them carefully into a jar. 

The secretary shook his head. “Don’t be stingy. 

Think about how many hills of grassworms there are 

out there. Think about how many people will be out 

there digging for them this season. Maybe fifty thou-

sand, maybe as much as a hundred thousand. And 

you’re afraid you won’t get any more grassworms?” 

“But these ones are so fresh. Good for replenish-

ing qi,” his wife replied. 

“I’m bursting with qi!” 

“You can always use a bit more.” 

* 

When the car came to take the secretary to work 

the next morning, his wife gave him a f lask of tea to 

take with him. “Make sure the first cup of water isn’t 

too hot.” 

“Grassworm season has truly arrived,” he re-

marked. 

The first conference that day was all about grass-

worms. About the procedure for the purchase of 

grassworms. About how to equitably develop but also 

preserve the grassworm resources. 

The secretary sat and spoke on the raised stage, 

with a clear glass tumbler in front of him that con-

tained a grassworm submerged beneath the f loating 

tea leaves. It looked almost like it wanted to poke its 

head out and look down at the people below the stage. 

They all had glasses of tea in front of them too, and 

many of their glasses also contained a grassworm. The 

grassworms seemed to be calling out to one another 

beneath the drone of the microphone. 

Sangay’s three grassworms were now divided. Two 

were wrapped in a plastic bag in the fridge. And the 

third was in the secretary’s glass of tea. After the meet-

ing he went back to his office, where he listened to a 

few reports, looked through a couple of files, gulped 

down the last of his tea, and then scooped the pudgy 

grassworm out of the glass and popped it into his 

mouth. 

“Such a meaty taste,” he said to himself after 

chewing it down. 

“Well it is a worm, after all,” said a clerk who had 

just walked in. 

“A worm? Are you trying to make me feel ill?” 

The clerk hastened to apologise. “My apologies 

sir, I spoke out of turn.” 

The secretary’s nausea was coming on strong. “Do 

you think I need science lessons from you?” 

* 

Sangay, meanwhile, was resting on the side of the 

hill. He had draped an arm across his face and was 

dozing in the sunlight. When he closed his eyes he was 

able to hear a lot of sounds that he couldn’t hear when 

his eyes were open. The green grass breaking through 

the ground. The sun leaching the moisture out of last 

year’s wizened grass. Deeper underground, the thaw-

ing of frozen earth. And then he fell asleep. He dreamt 

again of encyclopaedias, and when he woke he rubbed 

his eyes and tried to remember the form of the book 

he had dreamt of. But it was no use. It was gone. 

This annoyed him for some time. But after dig-
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ging up another five or six grassworms, he managed to 

put it from his mind. “You can only have dreamt of the 

word,” he reassured himself with a giggle, “the name. 

Because how can you dream something you’ve never 

seen before?” 

As the weather turned warmer, the grasslands got 

greener and the snowline retreated. Even if the grass-

worms continued to grow, they would be starting to 

shrivel at the root. This meant that grassworm season 

was coming to an end. 

On the final night of grassworm season, one of the 

grassworm traders put a film on at the campsite. All 

the stars faded from the sky in the instant the beam of 

the projector hit the screen. As for what kind of film 

it was… the villagers had no way to describe it. They 

would struggle to describe any of the films that this 

country had produced. Few people here could under-

stand the Mandarin that the characters spoke as they 

moved from this room to that room, from this car to 

that car, from this building to that building, talking, 

always talking. Getting angry, crying, hurling things 

around, laughing, and then kissing. As far as they were 

concerned, these characters lived in a world that was 

not real. A world that had no connection with theirs. 

Now that the harvest season was over, every fam-

ily had counted out their grassworms and carefully 
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calculated their earnings for the year, and they were all 

sitting inside their tents. But if they were going to be 

sitting they may as well sit outside and watch the film 

with everyone else. 

People eventually started to laugh. Not at any-

thing in particular, but just because of the general ab-

surdity of all that chattering and rushing around. The 

absurd way the characters bumped noses when they 

kissed, and had to stick out their tongues to get at each 

other’s lips. 

Later on, the wind picked up. The screen arced to-

wards them as it caught the breeze. The convex bulge 

lent bloated bellies to the slender, beautiful women. 

When the wind changed, the screen was pulled back 

in the other direction, and suddenly all the characters 

looked like they were bent double with either laughter 

or tears. And when the wind became stronger still, the 

screen and the characters were ripped apart, and the 

film came to an abrupt end. 

Back in their tent, warming herself beside the 

stove with a bellyful of hot tea, Sangay’s mother sud-

denly laughed. “That man,” she said, “and that wom-

an. Oh that woman…” 

Sangay’s father laughed along with her. But San-

gay didn’t laugh. He didn’t find anything funny about 

things he didn’t understand. 

He opened up the chest – the chest that had cost 

him his three grassworms – and made a careful inven-

tory of its contents. This year, he would write and tell 

his sister, this year he and his mother and his father 

had made almost fifty thousand kuai between them. 

He didn’t write his letter down on paper. He 

would wait until he was back at school, and write it 

on Mr. Tobgyal’s computer. His sister had given him 

her email address. They had a computer room at her 

school, and she could receive his message there. He 

would tell her that this year they were just two thou-

sand shy of fifty thousand kuai. He would tell her that 

now would be a good time to ask their father to give 

her a couple of thousand. 

That night, their tent had two groups of visitors. 

First came the traders who had put on the movie. 

They were interested in acquiring their grassworms. 

The second group was from the temple. 

Neither group took any of their grassworms with 

them when they left. 

The people from the temple asked: “Did you sell 

your grassworms to the traders?” 

“If it weren’t for the cadre wanting them,” said 

Sangay’s father, “we’d give them to you for sure.” 

They were not happy about this. “Those cadres,” 

they grumbled, “always trying to get one over on us.” 

At that moment they heard the sound of a car ar-

riving. It was the researcher. He drove straight over to 

their tent. 

This time he had brought a grassworm merchant 

with him, a friend of his. In the past they had both 

shared the same lowly government position. Then, 

when the researcher had become the director of the 

education bureau, his friend had gone into business. 

The former had become a vice county commissioner; 

the latter had gotten rich. 

“Look at us, both getting along in the world,” the 

grassworm merchant had said when he was treating 

the researcher to dinner. 

But all it had taken was one little slip, and now he 

was a researcher. The merchant continued to make 

money. “I’ve fallen behind,” the researcher told him 

when they next went out to dinner. 

The merchant had opened a large refrigerator and 

retrieved a bag of grassworms. “What does that mat-

ter? All you need to do is hand out a few of these, and 

you’ll catch up soon enough.” 

But he put his grassworms back in his fridge. 
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And so, after the researcher had bought and gifted 

some grassworms, he went back to the county town to 

visit his friend. 

“I’ve done it,” he said. “Is it really going to work? 

I’ve spent fifty thousand bloody kuai!” 

“Don’t you bloody realise they’ll be getting grass-

worms from other people too?” 

“I’ve never seen it happen.” 

“Did they accept them?” 

“Yes, but now I’m broke again.” 

The grassworm merchant was a good friend. “If 

you acquire another two hundred thousand’s worth of 

grassworms – won’t you be able to earn it back?” 

“I don’t have any money.” 

The merchant pulled a dirty bag out from under 

his bed and gave it a kick. “Take two hundred thou-

sand out of there.” 

The bag was full of money, tied into bundles of ten 

thousand. The researcher took twenty bundles. The 

merchant tied up the bag and kicked it back under the 

bed. 

“I’ll go with you,” said the merchant, “and when 

you’ve bought them you can sell them to me for fifty 

thousand kuai.” 

“Isn’t this a form of bribery?” asked the researcher. 

“Am I asking you to do anything for me?” 

“No.” 

“Not that you would have much power to help me 

nowadays, even if I did need something.” 

And so the two of them set off into the country-

side to buy up grassworms. 

Sangay was visibly tense with expectation when he 

saw the researcher show up outside his tent. 

The researcher coolly counted the grassworms, 

then watched Sangay’s father as he contentedly 

checked the bills. When they were done, the research-

er and his friend headed into someone else’s tent. 

It was late, but Sangay still couldn’t sleep. All he 

could think about was the encyclopaedia the research-

er was going to give him. 

“Go to sleep,” his father told him. “We’re lucky 

the cadre didn’t try and force down the price. Don’t 

expect anything else from him.” 

Sangay wouldn’t sleep. He buried his head be-

tween his legs, overwhelmed with sadness. 

“Well I’m going to go to sleep,” said his father. It 

was late. 

Sangay did not respond. When his father came 

over to tell him to go to bed, Sangay shrugged his 

hand off his shoulder. His father sighed, and lay down 

by himself. 

At that moment Sangay heard a chirruping sound. 

That was no animal – it was the sound of the research-

er unlocking his car. It was followed by the brightness 

of a swaying beam of light. 

Sangay went outside. The researcher and his 

friend were putting up a tent beside the car – the kind 

of tent tourists used when they were hiking up into the 

mountains. Sangay could see that they had headlamps 

on, as they set about laying down their groundsheet 

and rolling out their sleeping bags. 

As the researcher was preparing to go to sleep, his 

lamp happened to light up Sangay’s face. 

He rapped the side of his head. “What a terrible 

memory.” The researcher wriggled out of the tent. 

“I’ll let you have a peek,” he said, “so you can decide 

for yourself whether I’m the kind of person who keeps 

his word.” He took Sangay round the car. “You know, 

I took a look at your homework when I was at your 

school. I told your headmaster that it was a rare thing 

to come across so fine a student in a place like this.” 

There was a cardboard box on the back seat. He 

turned on the roof light, and showed Sangay what 

was written on the box: “Complete Encyclopaedia 
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Set”. The researcher took out a little knife and sliced 

through the tape. Sangay tore back the tape and pulled 

open the lid of the box. Inside was an orderly row of 

gilded book spines. 

The researcher ruff led his hair. “So, did I break 

my word?” 

Sangay shook his head. “You didn’t.” 

“Did your old man tell you you can’t trust any-

thing a cadre tells you?” 

“Next year I’ll give you another ten grassworms,” 

said Sangay. 

The researcher laughed. “Do you think ten grass-

worms is enough, for these books? Don’t worry about 

it. It’s not like anyone else was reading them.” 

Sangay climbed up into the car to move the box 

of books, but he was stopped by the hand of the re-

searcher. “I’m afraid not. Tomorrow I’m going to put 

these books in the school. You can get them when you 

go back to school. If you don’t go back, you won’t get 

them. Got it? I want you to get back to your studies.” 

“But I want to look at them now.” 

The researcher took a coat out from the car and 

draped it around Sangay. “Then you can look at it in 

the car.” 

So Sangay stayed in the car to the read the ency-

clopaedia. 

The words in these thick, heavy books were so 

small, so dense, but there were lots of pictures too. 

That night, those pictures showed him a world. He 

saw the Eiffel Tower in Paris, and the ice and the pen-

guins at the south pole. He saw the beautiful shape of 

a magnified snowflake. He learned the lovely names of 

several grassland flowers: “Primulaceae” and “Azalea” 

and “Saussurea”. But he failed to find any grassworms. 

The encyclopaedia had been put together by foreign-

ers, he thought; presumably they didn’t have any 

grassworms. But that couldn’t be right, on reflection, 

because they wouldn’t have any penguins either, but 

there were penguins in the encyclopaedia. Eventually 

he fell asleep in the car with the book in his arms. 

The windows were covered with frost when the 

researcher opened up the car door the following 

morning. 

“I love my encyclopaedia,” Sangay told him. 

“Put them back in the box,” said the researcher. 

“You can get them when you go back to school.” 

Sangay couldn’t resist sneaking another peek at 

the pictures as he packed away the books. And so when 

the researcher had taken down his tent and packed it 

into the boot of the car, there were two volumes that 

had been taken out of the box. Sangay went chasing 

after the car when it went wobbling on it way. 

The villagers all took down their tents that day, 

and prepared to take their grassworm earnings home. 

Everyone looked happy. 

It was almost noon by the time the lamas arrived 

to perform their ceremony for thanking the mountain 

gods. They said it was because they had been delayed 

when they were doing the ceremony for another vil-

lage. But everyone knew it was really because they 

hadn’t got many grassworms here. And so, when the 

ceremony was over, the offerings they made to the la-

mas were more generous than usual. 

Everyone was happy, but Sangay could think only 

of getting back to school as soon as possible. An ency-

clopaedia was no longer just a word to him: it existed, 

and it had substance. Everything in the world was con-

tained with that encyclopaedia. Vast libraries. Whales 

travelling through the ocean. Ships. Harbours nestled 

against cities. Sunsets and f locks of birds above har-

bours. 

When they got back to the village and Sangay 

was struck by the bleakness of the identical, neatly 

arranged houses of the resettlement, planted in the 
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middle of the wilderness. On some level he recognised 

that these houses were an imitation of the houses 

in the encyclopaedia that they resembled. Because 

despite the similarity in appearance, the lives of the 

people living inside them were entirely different. 

This, Sangay knew, was the effect the encyclopae-

dia was beginning to have on him. 

His grandma was waiting for them outside their 

front door, leaning on her cane. Sangay leant his fore-

head against hers. He could smell the parched scent of 

exhaustion. 

Sangay’s father took off his belt. There was a roll 

of notes tucked into each of the belt holes. He peeled 

off a bill and told Sangay to go to Qimi’s place. 

Qimi’s family had opened up a convenience store, 

selling batteries, disposable lighters, instant noodles, 

beer, cigarettes, sweets, and cake. They spent fifty kuai 

on beer and cake. And then everyone sat down in the 

sunshine warmth, with beer for Sangay’s father to en-

joy, and cake for his mother and grandma. 

Sangay lay on the grass, looking at his grandma’s 

puckered mouth, watching how she relished the 

soft greasiness of the cake against her lips. The sun 

warmed his skin, but the sight of his grandma warmed 

his heart. How did it feel to eat when you had no 

teeth, and you had to grind the food between your 

gums? 

Her arms kept f lying to and fro, f linging bits of 

cake to the little birds who twittered and f luttered 

around them. 

Sangay laughed with delight. “Grandma,” he said 

loudly, “I’m going back to school tomorrow!” 

She smiled at him without comprehension. 

“Grandma, I have a set of encyclopaedias!” 

Of course, she had no concept of what an ency-

clopaedia was, but she continued to grin at him with a 

twinkle in her eyes.

6 

But Sangay did not get the encyclopaedia. 

When he got back to school, he asked Mr. Tobgyal 

if the researcher had really left it here for him. 

“You should be more concerned with the conse-

quences of running away from school,” Mr. Tobgyal 

replied. He looked like he meant business. 

Sangay didn’t really think he had done anything 

wrong. Like all students who have broken the rules, 

he just bent forward and feigned fear and regret, rub-

bing the sole of his left shoe against the right. Then, 

in a voice that sounded like the buzz of a mosquito, he 

said: “I did wrong. I admit my mistake.” 

“I believe other people when they admit their mis-

takes,” said Mr. Tobgyal. “But I don’t believe you.” 

This was why Sangay loved Mr. Tobgyal. He 

raised his head, and looked at him inquiringly. 

“If you’d thought it was wrong, you wouldn’t have 

done it.” 

Sangay took his exercise book out of his bag. He 

had completed the homework for the classes he had 

missed. 

Mr. Tobgyal was busy painting. He lifted the cover 

of the exercise book with the paintbrush. “You did the 

homework even though you weren’t there in class. Is 

that because you want to show me what a genius you 

are?” 

Then Sangay took out a big handful of sweets and 

put them next to his teacher’s mixing palette. 

Mr. Tobgyal put down his paintbrush, peeled off a 

sparkling cellophane wrapper, and popped a sweet into 

his mouth. “The fact that you sweated for them adds 

to the flavour!” 

Now Sangay had the confidence to mention his 

encyclopaedia. 

“Oh,” said Mr. Tobgyal, “so those book are 
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yours?” 

“Where are my books?” 

“That guy was such a big shot, and he’s giving you 

books?” 

“Where are my books?” pleaded Sangay. 

“He came to my office to look at your homework. 

He said lots of nice things about you.” 

“Mister Tobgyal!” 

“Right, yes, so the books are yours. But he gave 

the box to the headmaster.” 

Sangay rushed out of the room without even wait-

ing for Mr. Tobgyal to finish speaking. Out the door, 

turn, and then the third room was the headmaster’s of-

fice. Seeing that the door was ajar, he barged straight 

in. 

The headmaster was sitting behind his desk. 

There was a Chinese national flag propped up on the 

desk, and a map of the world on the wall behind him. 

He looked up at the sound of footsteps, and gesticulat-

ed at Sangay before the boy had a chance to open his 

mouth. “Have you forgotten the proper way to enter a 

room? Go outside!” 

Sangay stepped out, then gingerly pushed open 

the door and called out: “Sir!” 

“Come. In.” 

Sangay went in and stood at attention before the 

desk. 

The headmaster looked up at him. “So, it’s you.” 

“My books,” said Sangay. “My encyclopaedia set.” 

“Are you not here to submit your letter of self-

criticism?” asked the headmaster. 

“I already made a self-criticism to Mr. Tobgyal,” 

Sangay replied. “He said the researcher had left my 

encyclopaedias here.” 

The headmaster tapped a pen against the desk. 

“We do have a set of encyclopaedias, but I was under 

the impression the researcher was giving them to the 

school. We don’t have our own encyclopaedia here. 

Why would he be giving them to you?” 

Sangay’s tears were torrential. He knew he should 

have reminded himself not to cry, but by the time he 

reminded himself the waterworks were already in full 

flow, and he could only try and bring the sound of his 

sobs under control. But the tears continued to drip 

down his face. 

The headmaster wasn’t sure what he ought to do. 

“Come on now, say what you mean to say, don’t be like 

that.” 

Sangay felt ashamed. He rushed out of the head-

master’s office. He wasn’t prepared to go back to the 

dormitory and let his classmates see him like this. He 

went out to the hill beyond the school gate, and waited 

there for his tears to stop falling. 

When he went back into the school he saw the 

headmaster locking the door of his office. 

“My books,” Sangay said. 

“What are you doing disappearing in the middle 

of a conversation?” asked the headmaster, as he headed 

towards his home. “Are you going to run away from 

school again? Go and bring me a self-criticism letter!” 

Then they heard the crash of thunder in the sky. 

This was the first thunder of the year. It felt like rain. 

The headmaster stood under the overhanging roof 

of his house and looked out at the clouds massing at 

the edge of the sky. “Finished crying then? What do 

you think – are the heavens trying to help me intimi-

date you, or help you intimidate me?” 

“The researcher said he was going to leave my 

encyclopaedia at the school,” said Sangay. “He said I 

could pick them up when I came back.” 

“So why didn’t he just give them to you in the first 

place?” 

“He was worried that if I had to transport them on 

the back of a yak then the books would get damaged.” 
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It was hail that came rattling down out of the sky, 

not rain. The headmaster continued to stand under 

the eaves; Sangay was standing out in the open. The 

hail that fell onto his shoulder and body pinged off 

to the ground, while the hail that landed on his head 

lodged in his hair. 

“Come over here,” said the headmaster. 

Sangay didn’t move. 

“He did leave us a set of encyclopaedia, but 

he didn’t say anything about giving them to you. I 

thought they were being issued to the school. For 

years they’ve been saying that every school ought to 

have its own library. Now when I finally get a glimpse 

of a box of books, you come along and tell me they be-

long to you.” 

“But they do belong to me.” 

“Let’s wait until he next comes to investigate, and 

then we can ask him to explain everything to us clearly.” 

A puffy face appeared in the glass of the window 

over the headmaster’s shoulder. His wife. She didn’t 

have a job, so she busied herself with the washing of 

the students’ bedding. When her asthma wasn’t both-

ering her, she’d change the sheets twice a month. But 

there was no way of being sure when her asthma was 

likely to play up. When her face looked puffy it meant 

that she was having trouble breathing. 

“Sir, you should go,” said Sangay. 

“Thank you being considerate enough not to take 

up any more of my time,” said the headmaster. 

“We’ll wait until the researcher comes back and 

ask him.” 

“Wasn’t that what I said in the first place? Off you 

go then.” He pushed open the door of his house. “Even 

if we put them in the school library, you’re welcome to 

read them.” 

Sangay went into the headmaster’s house. The 

headmaster told him to wait in the stove-warmed re-

ception room, while he went further inside. Sangay 

stood by the stove and toasted his freezing hands. His 

nose could smell the odour of herbal medicine that 

was filling the place, but his ears heard no laboured 

breathing. 

The headmaster soon reemerged, carrying one of 

the books of the encyclopaedia. “This is the first vol-

ume,” he said. “I know you love books, but don’t let 

them get in the way of the exam!” 

Sangay cradled the book as he rushed out in the 

hail, through the space between the teachers’ and stu-

dents’ dormitory blocks. He crawled into bed, desper-

ate to open up the heavy book. He only reluctantly 

closed the covers when the lights went out at ten 

o’clock that night. It took him a long time to get to 

sleep. He listened to the fierce plateau wind sweeping 

over the roof. A few li away was a village where they 

bred Tibetan mastiffs as wild as beasts; he listened to 

them howling at the moon. But what he saw, flickering 

before his eyes, was the panorama he had read about 

in the book. 

* 

The next morning was the first day of class after 

the grassworm holiday. 

All the students lined up together and listened to 

the broadcast of the Chinese national anthem. The 

speakers made the music sound flimsy, as the flag was 

slowly hoisted into the air. The headmaster made a 

speech. 

He told a story. A story about a student who loved 

books. He was more than halfway through the story 

before Sangay realised that he seemed to be describing 

how Sangay had chased after the headmaster for the 

encyclopaedia the previous night. The difference was 

that all of the unpleasantness had disappeared from 
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this story. It was about a student who heard the school 

had a brand new set of encyclopaedia, and couldn’t 

wait for the new library room to be formally opened. 

So he went to pester the headmaster to let him have a 

sneak preview. 

The headmaster finished with these words: “Stu-

dents, why must we wait? Surely a thirst for literature 

does not depend on a completed library?” 

A hum of commentary sounded from the students 

lined up across the playground. The noise of every in-

dividual was slight, but when every slight noise was put 

together it made a sound like a swarm of invisible bugs 

thronging the air. When the gaze of every student fell 

on him, Sangay knew for sure that the headmaster was 

talking about him. He shivered. 

He could never have imagined that – because of 

books – he would end up being a character in a story. 

This made him regard himself from a perspective 

that was not his own. It was like seeing himself in a 

mirror. Sangay saw a person standing within a story. 

When the headmaster finished speaking, the stu-

dents dispersed. There was only a light, languid wind, 

gusting in fits. The newly raised flag whirled faintly in 

the breeze. From the classrooms came the elongated 

vowels of students reciting their lessons. Sangay didn’t 

enjoy reading texts aloud in this kind of voice. He 

liked to read silently, at his own pace. At his own pace, 

the letters of the Tibetan alphabet skimmed like bees, 

while each Chinese character was a resonant clang. He 

didn’t read the text out loud today. 

He sat amidst his classmates as they mouthed their 

lengthened vowels, and he saw the Sangay in the story. 

This Sangay was wearing a dirty-looking sheep-

skin cape, and a blue shirt underneath as a concession 

to the school uniform policy. He had a reddish-brown 

face, and a bright, crystalline gaze. In the last couple 

of years this sixth-grade student had shot up in height. 

His once baggy cape now needed a belt tying around 

the waist, and – folded in the right way – it barely 

reached his knees. He could, of course, have just worn 

the school uniform. But a blue tracksuit was too thin 

for the season. Sangay looked upon the Sangay of the 

story, his eyes kindling with heat. They scorched like 

the flames that flickered in the stove. 

The encyclopaedia said that if the calamitous day 

should come when the glaciers collapsed, then vast 

waves would rock the oceans. Elsewhere, the ency-

clopaedia described the whales who lived in the ocean 

and the flocks of penguins who lived on the glaciers. 

Sangay had a special talent that his classmates lacked: 

he could see connections between these seemingly un-

connected points, just like he could make connections 

between different texts in class. He suddenly saw that 

when the glaciers collapsed, the whales would be an-

gry and the penguins would be frightened away. The 

eyes through which he witnessed these marvels of the 

world were glimmering like stars. 

The four morning classes were soon over. When 

the broken inner tyre rim hanging in the playground 

clanged, all the students rushed towards the canteen 

– all except Sangay. He ran out to the hill behind the 

school. Right then it seemed to Sangay that the rolling 

hills, newly greened with the grass of spring, and the 

river winding between them, glittering in the sunlight, 

were trying to tell him something in the same way as 

the encyclopaedia. 

His cheeks reddened; his eyes blazed. And then 

the swaying head of a horse appeared before him. And 

on the back of the horse was a lama. 

The lama got off the horse and sat down next to 

him. Still sunk in a self-induced reverie, Sangay didn’t 

pay him much attention. 

Though the lama was accustomed to reverential 

treatment, he didn’t seem to be too bothered by San-
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gay’s indifference. “Why does the young gentleman 

find himself so overwhelmed?” 

Sangay pointed at the winding river. 

“The Yellow River,” said the lama. 

“Does it really flow all the way to the ocean?” 

“Verily,” replied the lama. “All the way to the 

ocean, a realm of coral and whorled conch shells.” He 

caught his breath. “The young gentleman is experi-

encing enlightenment. Perhaps he should heed some 

advice.” 

“I’m listening,” said Sangay. 

“The river runs to the ocean, and it turns into 

clouds, and it returns to the quiet purity of its source. 

Thus, we do not need to follow the river in order to 

reach the ocean.” 

“But I want to follow the river all the way to the 

ocean,” said Sangay. 

The lama shook his head. “On that road you will 

be coated with so much dust, and confronted with so 

many hardships. How insufferable! Insufferable! Young 

gentleman, you have been blessed with such talent – 

leave the impure life behind and follow me into the 

fold.” 

Sangay stood up and ran down from the hill. 

He soon returned, panting and clutching the vol-

ume of the encyclopaedia. He was sweating. He reeked 

of the dank, buttery smell of a warmed leather cape. 

The lama was still sitting on the hill, his saddled 

horse bending down to nibble at the grass. 

Sangay handed the heavy book to the lama. The 

lama flicked through its pages. “The might of Buddha 

encompasses all. The colours of the world are truly 

multitudinous!” 

“I don’t want to be a lama,” said Sangay. “I want to 

study!” 

The lama stood up and placed his hand on San-

gay’s head. It felt to Sangay like an electrical current 

was passing into his body. 

“In the three years that I’ve been collecting grass-

worms,” said Sangay, “I’ve never seen you performing 

the ceremony.” 

The lama stood up and saddled his horse. “Young 

gentleman,” he proclaimed, “it is purely through 

chance that we have encountered one another at this 

time and in this place.” 

Sangay suddenly felt sad the lama was leaving. He 

lowered his head and sank into silence. 

The lama reined back his horse. “Has the young 

gentleman had a change of heart?” 

Sangay shook his head, and carried his book back 

down the hill. 

He was starting to feel hungry. His classmates had 

left him some food. As he raised the container of rice 

to his mouth and gobbled down his lunch, he peeked 

out of the window. The lama was still there, on his 

horse, against a backdrop of blue sky. It was a beautiful 

silhouette. 

“Goodness,” said his classmates, “we all thought 

you were going to leave with him.” 

Mr. Tobgyal had also showed up. “Just like Paljor.” 

“Who’s Paljor?” asked Sangay. 

“He was a student here, a long time ago. Smart 

like you. But you might just be even smarter than Pal-

jor. 

Mr. Tobgyal was carrying a long-range camera. 

He leant against the windowsill to take a picture of the 

lama and his horse – but the lama and his horse had 

already disappeared. Beyond the shiny green hillside 

grass was blue sky, with spotless white clouds glittering 

up above. 

Sangay took the camera, and looked through the 

rangefinder at the sky. The lens instantly tugged the 

quietly suspended clouds down in front of him. The 

clouds that seemed so tranquil from afar did not seem 
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calm at all when they were within the lens. They were 

constantly churning, ripped and pulsed by an invisible 

breeze. 

* 

On Saturday, one week later, Sangay finished the 

first book of the encyclopaedia. He went to the head-

master’s home to get the second volume. But the head-

master refused him. 

“We have so few books,” said the headmaster, “and 

everyone wants to borrow them. How should I decide 

who to lend them to? Better that no one gets to use 

them. Just wait. Wait until we have our library.” 

“But they were my books in the first place,” said 

Sangay. 

“Yours?” replied with headmaster with a grim 

chuckle. “When the researcher came to visit, I took 

him out to dinner on behalf of the school. I fed him 

up and bought him drinks, and he chucked me those 

books as he was leaving without so much as a thank 

you. He didn’t say thank you. He definitely didn’t say 

anything about giving them to any particular student.” 

Sangay felt a fire crackling within him. 

“Go and do your homework,” said the headmaster. 

“The middle school entrance exam is nearly here.” 

Sangay wanted to tell the headmaster that he hat-

ed him. But he remembered his parents had told him 

not to hold on to resentment. 

“Is there something you’d like to say?” the head-

master asked. 

Sangay put a smile on his face. ‘I don’t blame you.” 

“You. Don’t blame. Me?” 

“I do not blame you,” Sangay affirmed. 

“Are you saying you don’t hate me?” asked the 

headmaster. 

“When I’m in junior high school I shall go to the 

county town and ask the researcher myself!” 

But Sangay couldn’t completely divest himself of 

hatred. Because just as he was leaving he heard the 

sound of the headmaster’s three-year-old grandson 

wailing. And then the child’s asthmatic grandmother 

took the book Sangay had just returned, and placed it 

in front of him. The crying ceased. A grubby pair of 

hands flapped through the pages of pictures. 

The headmaster showed no sign of embarrass-

ment. “He’ll grow up to love books even more than 

you!” 

The boy’s snot and tears were about to drip on the 

book. His exhausted grandmother leant back against 

the bed and closed her eyes. Sangay couldn’t bear it. 

He rushed outside, and ran to Mr. Tobgyal’s room. 

But Mr. Tobgyal wasn’t there. He must have been 

down at the local clinic, looking for the lady doctor 

who had recently arrived. So Sangay went to Miss 

Lhamo’s instead. 

She was sitting in the light of the window, and her 

expression was sombre. A love song written by Tsang-

yang Gyatso was playing on the radio: Never meeting 

means never loving; never loving means never pining. Miss 

Lhamo stared out of the window. She hadn’t even no-

ticed Sangay enter the room. He changed his mind, 

and slipped outside.

7 

Sangay decided to go to the county town imme-

diately and try to find the county researcher. It was a 

hundred kilometres away from his school. He stuck a 

note on Mr. Tobgyal’s door saying he had gone home 

to see his grandma. 

Then he ran out onto the street and went to the 

Hui restaurant to buy two toasted seedcakes. 

The first batch of seedcakes had already sold out, 
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so he wandered around some of the nearby shops 

while he was waiting for the second batch to come 

out of the oven. The girl who washed hair in the bar-

ber’s was sitting outside, painting her fingernails. The 

owner of the jewellery store was swearing at his flun-

key. The guys at the garage hid the rubber inner tubes 

when they saw Sangay hanging around. And for good 

reason: the naughtier kids from his school liked to use 

those rubber tubes to make catapults, or cut them into 

long strips to make jumping ropes for the girls. Those 

chattering girls hopping on the concrete – three five 

six, three five seven, four eight, four nine, sixty one! – their 

pigtails swaying from side to side. 

In this small town, in this remote region of China, 

a certain saying was still in fashion. A saying that had 

long been forgotten in its place of origin. When San-

gay saw how suspiciously the mechanics watched him 

as they gathered in their rubber tubes, this was the 

saying he recited: “I’ve never taken that kind of rub-

bish – honest to Chairman Mao!” 

“Oh,” they said, “so you’re Sangay, the boy who 

likes to talk like a adult.” 

Sangay knew that Sangay The Boy Who Likes To 

Talk Like An Adult was well-known throughout the 

town, as was Sangay The Boy Who Understands Ev-

erything He Reads First Time. He nodded his head in 

satisfaction, and went over to the metalworker’s. 

From within came the clanging of iron sheets be-

ing hammered out. The metalworker used a large pair 

of shears to slice apart the metal, while his son contin-

ued to strike the hammer, and gradually the shape of 

the object began to emerge from the sheeting. There 

were items waiting to be mended all over the place: 

little stoves, and aluminium pots with holes burnt 

through them. Right now the metalworker was mak-

ing a bucket. Sangay liked the marbling that spread 

across the metal sheet like snowflakes. 

Recognising Sangay, the metalworker put down 

his shears, lit the cigarette that he had perched behind 

his ear, and then addressed him just as he would an 

adult: “Well here you are.” 

“Here I am,” said Sangay. 

“What sort of a doohickey are you looking to 

make this time?” 

Apparently the metalworker still remembered the 

chest he had made for Sangay and his father. 

Sangay shook his head. “I’m just watching.” 

“I see,” said the metalworker. “Well you can hard-

ly be wanting another chest.” 

His son was taking a break from the work too. “I 

thought we’d get lots of people coming in wanting a 

chest like that,” he said, “but we only ever made that 

one.” 

Sangay sat down. He seemed to be revisiting the 

moment of the chest’s construction, two years before. 

When he reflected on everything that had happened to 

him because of that chest, it really did feel like some-

thing out of a story. 

Then the boy in the white hat at the Hui restau-

rant started banging his rolling pin against the board, 

which was to inform Sangay that the seedcakes were 

done. Sangay asked for a piece of paper, so that he 

could wrap up the seedcakes and put them in his back-

pack. 

Then he was on his way. He kicked an empty can 

in front of him as he walked along, until he kicked it 

off the little bridge beyond the town. A pair of ducks 

were startled up from the river, and they circled above 

him, hooting wildly. 

Next he came across a couple on a motorbike. The 

girl was sitting on the back of the bike, with her arms 

wrapped tightly around the waist of the rider. The 

bike whizzed past Sangay, but when he turned the cor-

ner he saw that it had stopped to wait for him. 
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“You’re Sangay, right?” said the rider. 

“If you say so,” Sangay replied. 

“Where are you headed?” 

“The county town,” was Sangay’s succinct reply. 

“I’m not going as far as the county town, but I can 

take you part of the way.” 

“There’s no room for me to sit,” said Sangay, look-

ing at the girl. “You go on ahead.” 

The girl laughed. She hopped off the bike and 

patted the seat. When Sangay climbed on, she pushed 

him forward so that he was right up against the rider, 

and then sat down behind him. 

Off they went. It should have been an exciting ex-

perience for Sangay, zooming along on the bike, light-

ning quick. When he rode Mr. Tobgyal’s motorbike 

from time to time, he often squealed with fear and 

glee. But it didn’t feel like flying this time. All he could 

feel was the two other bodies that pressed him so tight 

he could barely breathe. The girl had put her arms 

around the man’s waist, and Sangay’s face was squished 

against his back every time she tensed. And her springy 

breasts were pressed against the back of Sangay’s head. 

He felt their impact at every jolt of the bike along the 

bumpy road. He knew what those things were. Finally 

he yelled out: “I can’t take it any more, let me off!” 

Having extricated himself from between them, 

Sangay stood by the side of the road, taking in large 

gulps of fresh air that bore no traces of their overheat-

ed bodies. 

The man slapped the girl’s bottom and hopped 

back into the saddle. The motorbike carried the laugh-

ing couple off into the distance. 

As he walked along, Sangay pondered. Was it true 

that everyone, when they grew up, became obsessed 

with bodies? Of course he had no way of answering 

the question. But then a hawk dived down out of the 

sky and flew off to a craggy peak with a lamb between 

its talons, and this brought an end to Sangay’s reflec-

tions on that dull topic. 

After walking for about two hours, he was picked 

up by a truck carrying ore. The driver of the vehicle 

shoved a lighter into Sangay’s hand and tossed a packet 

of cigarettes in front of him. He told Sangay to light 

one for him every fifteen minutes. 

The first cigarette made Sangay cough. He read 

the words on the back of packet out to the driver: 

“Smoking is bad for your health.” 

“Damn,” said the driver with a laugh, “That’s what 

you call a whore who wants a monument to her chas-

tity.” 

Sangay knew roughly what a whore was. He knew 

about the women in town who sat in front of the hair-

dressers, painting their nails and practising their bored 

expressions in the mirror. But he didn’t know what a 

monument was. He asked the driver. 

The driver wrinkled his forehead. “Damn,” he 

replied. “I don’t know how to put it. It’s like a kind of 

certificate, I guess.” He seemed irritate by his inar-

ticulacy. “If a hick like you has never seen it, how am I 

supposed to describe it to you?” 

“Mr. Tobgyal could,” Sangay objected, “and so can 

the books of an encyclopaedia!” 

The driver’s anger disappeared. “Oh, so you’re a 

kid who likes to read, huh? You don’t look like one. 

So you could describe a thing to a person who’s never 

seen it? Wait, what was that book you just men-

tioned?” 

“An encyclopaedia.” 

“What kind of book would that be? My kid only 

reads stories about men and women messing around!” 

“The encyclopaedia is a book that knows every-

thing!” was Sangay’s rapturous reply. 

“And you have this book?” 

“Not right at the moment,” Sangay answered 
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sadly. 

The driver f licked his half finished cigarette out 

the window and ruffled Sangay’s head. “You will, kid. 

You’ll get that book some day!” 

“Thank you,” said Sangay, smiling. 

“There are some folk who make you feel un-

comfortable, and there are some folk who’ll lead you 

astray, but kid, you make people happy! You bring out 

the best in people! Is that how you’ve always been?” 

Sangay thought about this for a while. “I’m not 

always happy.” 

“Well no one can be happy all the time. Not in 

this world! Think about the good things in life – the 

things that make you happy!” 

This man’s speech is full of exclamation marks, 

Sangay thought to himself. 

The huge blue sign at the junction pointed out 

their divergent destinations. The driver was going to 

the provincial capital, to deliver the ore to the train 

station. At Sangay’s sister’s school you could hear the 

hoots of distant trains in the depths of night. But San-

gay needed to turn left, towards the county town. He 

still had over twenty miles left to go. 

The driver stuck his head out of the cabin. “You’ll 

get that book some day!” he called out. 

Sangay replied with his most dazzling smile. 

He continued to walk for the best part of an hour, 

before a tractor took him the rest of the way. 

Sangay approached the first person he saw in the 

county town. “Where’s the researcher?” he asked. “I’m 

looking for him.” 

“And I’m looking for the chief of the bureau,” said 

the bad-tempered man he had disturbed. “And I still 

haven’t found him. What are you asking me for?” 

Sangay approached a second person. “Excuse me, 

I’m Sangay. Would you happen to know where the re-

searcher is?” 

This person turned to another man who was 

standing under the willow trees: “Do you know what a 

researcher is?” 

The man shook his head. “I don’t know what 

that would be,” he said, as he gazed up at the newly 

emerged leaves. 

“It’s a kind of official,” said another man who 

had been snoozing in a chair. “An official position.” 

He opened his eyes. “What’s the name of the official 

you’re looking for?” he asked Sangay. 

It was only then that Sangay realised he had no 

idea what the researcher’s name was. 

The man shook his head. “What an impetuous 

child. He doesn’t even know the name of the person’s 

he’s looking for!” 

Sangay thought back. The researcher had men-

tioned his name when introducing himself, but Sangay 

couldn’t remember what it was. 

Another person came over. “If it’s an official you’re 

looking for, then go to the government! It’s over that 

way.” 

Sangay looked and saw the large compound of the 

government building. It had an imposing gateway, and 

there were numerous shiny cars parked inside. 

But the security guard refused to let him in. “You 

don’t even know who you’re looking for,” he said. “If I 

let you in then I may as well hand in my resignation.” 

Sangay wanted to try and persuade him, but no 

words came out. 

It was then that he saw the Toyota that the re-

searcher had driven up into the hills. Sangay had a 

photographic memory, so as soon as he saw the num-

ber plate he remembered clearly. “The researcher is 

the person who drives that car!” he told the guard. 

“Oh, him?” said the guard. “He left yesterday. 

He’s been promoted.” 

Neither the guard nor Sangay knew that it was be-
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cause of the tens of thousands he had given his superi-

ors in the form of grassworms that the researcher had 

been made deputy county commissioner. 

“When will he come back?” Sangay asked. 

“What would want to come back for? He won’t be 

back!” 

At that moment the researcher was sitting in the 

meeting room of a different regional county govern-

ment, where the minister was introducing him to over 

a hundred cadres. The minister said all kinds of com-

plimentary things about him. And then the researcher 

made a few modest remarks of his own. 

As the sunset glow faded from the edge of the sky, 

the streetlights came on. Sangay walked along the 

street, his legs sore, in search of a place to spend the 

night. 

* 

“That was exhausting,” the secretary said to a 

clerk. 

The member of the standing committee respon-

sible for mining safety had come in to make his report: 

the boss of their biggest mine required an additional 

two hundred tonnes of explosives. The secretary said 

he had just been talking about how they needed to 

be nice to the environment, and now here they were 

discussing flattening mountains with dynamite. If they 

wanted more explosives then they would have to tell 

him how much they’d be increasing revenue first! 

He looked exhausted when he got home. His 

wife told him that some committee member had been 

round with a mining boss and dropped off five kilo-

grams of grassworms. 

“Didn’t we have someone give us some grass-

worms a few days ago?” the secretary replied. “Put 

them all together and find someone reliable to send 

them to Number One in the provincial capital.” But 

then he hesitated. “There are lots of rumours going 

around about Number One being in trouble. And the 

central inspection group is going to be revisiting the 

provincial capital. Do you think now would be a good 

time to send them?” 

“You send them every year,” said his wife. “What 

difference does it make if you send them or not this 

one time?” 

Her husband raised his hand to stop her. “I’m try-

ing to weigh up the pros and cons.” 

His wife chuckled coldly. “Have you been reading 

A Dream of Red Chambers? ‘A loss for one is a loss for 

all. A gain for one is a gain for all.’ It doesn’t depend 

on just this one time.” 

“In that case we’ll proceed with the old routine,” 

the secretary replied. 

“What else would you do? There’d be no place for 

you in the new routine.” 

And so those two remaining grassworms of San-

gay’s, along with thousands more, were taken out of 

the fridge, put inside black plastic blags, and placed 

into a large suitcase. 

Those two grassworms were separated during the 

sorting process, each squeezed in together with un-

familiar grassworms. They were all in the process of 

changing from grass to worm. It went like this: during 

autumn, certain spores entered into the worms that 

were lying in the underground darkness. Throughout 

the cold winter months, worm and spore snuggled 

together in harmony. In spring, the worm was slow to 

wake and the plant spore was quick. And so it began 

to grow within the body of the worm. It produced a 

sprout, which broke through the worm’s body, and 

broke through the crust of the earth, a head poked 

in the direction of sunlit grassland. It was just as they 

were about to complete their growth that they were 

_ Alai



41 PATHLIGHT  /   No.3 2016

dug up by people like Sangay. And those spore-stiff-

ened corpses were what was brought to market. 

Crushed together in the bag, these grassworms 

were a bit fed up with one another. Those with a more 

wormy smell disliked the ones who had a more grassy 

smell, and the ones with a grassy smell had no time for 

the wormy smelling ones. 

The grassworms were driven to the capital of the 

province by car, but they did not make it inside the 

home of the person people called Number One. They 

were stopped at the gate by someone who announced 

that Number One was not seeing anyone. The driver 

pointed out that in the past Number One had always 

wanted to look them over in person. “Get out of here,” 

came the reply, “the past is over. Number One’s had 

enough, get out of here, he’s not interested in looking 

them over himself.” And so the grassworms only got as 

far as the entrance to the compound. A second driver 

got into the car. 

The usual routine went like this: the grassworms 

were taken straight to the airport. At the airport car 

park, the drivers opened the suitcase and removed 

one of the bags. The rest were put on a plane to the 

national capital, and there they were delivered to an 

underground storage room in a spacious courtyard 

house. The humidity and temperature of this room 

was perfect for these precious treasures. There were at 

least fifty thousand grassworms in there, and plenty of 

other things besides. 

But not this year. Things were different now. 

There were all kinds of rumours floating around We-

Chat about Number One’s impending downfall. The 

drivers stopped at a point from which they could see 

the airport departures building, then sat in the car 

watching the planes rising and falling for a while. 

“It makes no difference whether we deliver them 

or not,” said one driver to the other. “Number One’s 

probably never going to find out.” 

The car made a U-turn. 

It was light by this point. The sun was rising be-

hind them when they entered the city, lengthening 

the shadows of trees and telegraph poles. The driver 

stopped the car, and knocked on the door of a little 

shop front. He handed over a bag containing at least a 

thousand grassworms. 

“That’ll be tens of thousands”, said the dealer who 

ran the shop, “I don’t have that much cash. Let me 

transfer it to your card.” 

“Make it quick this time,” said the driver. 

“Of course”, said the dealer. “I’ll send it over as 

soon as the bank opens.” 

Before the dealer set out for the bank, he put a 

neon sign outside. It said: We Deal In: Luxury Liquors, 

Luxury Cigarettes, Grassworms. 

But wait. That, too, was the usual routine. Things 

were different this year. This time, the driver pulled 

the dealer outside, led him to the back of the car, and 

opened the boot. The dealer’s face paled at the sight of 

so many grassworms. “I’m just a small-time dealer,” he 

said, “much too small, you need to go find one of the 

big guys.” 

The drivers became anxious. Where would they 

be able to find someone capable of taking all these 

grassworms off their hands at such short notice? For a 

while they simply stood there, sweating. 

Sangay knew nothing about the mysterious jour-

ney his grassworms were undertaking. He didn’t know 

that his two grassworms had been separated. The one 

that was destined for a world without sun down in the 

basement of Number One’s Beijing home was instead 

in the clutches of a pair of drivers, waiting for a new 

dealer. Where would this grassworm go next? How 

would it continue its odyssey? Why, that’s another tale 

altogether. 
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* 

Sangay was still wobbling along the streets of the 

county town when night began to descend. He was 

hungry. So hungry. He decided to spend six kuai in 

a little restaurant on a bowl of mutton and coriander 

soup, which he accompanied with the two seedcakes 

he had brought along with him. 

The waiter laughed at him. “What are you car-

rying those cold seedcakes around for? We have hot 

ones here!” 

The restaurant boss’s wife told off the waiter and 

sent him away. “You ignore him,” she said to Sangay 

as she gave him an extra ladle of soup. “Enjoy your 

food.” 

There was a TV on the table in the corner. It was 

tuned to a local channel showing a music show where 

people could request songs they wanted to hear. Each 

time it displayed the name of the person who had re-

quested the song, the scattered customers said: “Damn, 

how did that arsehole even figure out how to request a 

song?” 

A song for the marriage of so-and-so and so-and-so. 

A song for the opening of so-and-so’s new business. 

A song for so-and-so’s birthday. 

“This one’s gone and requested a song for the bu-

reau chief!” said the customers scornfully. 

Then it was some grassworms enterprise with a 

song for its friends, family, and employees. It was a 

Minnan dialect song that the locals couldn’t under-

stand: You Have to Love Fighting to Win. They could 

only read the subtitles. 

The customers started discussing the owner of 

this grassworms business. “He was just your average 

nobody on the street,” they said. “When he went to 

collect grassworms he got his teeth knocked out,” they 

said. “But your past doesn’t matter once you’ve made 

it. He’s a big cheese now.” 

Sangay was facing a different sort of problem. He 

had only a ten yuan bill left on him, and after he’d paid 

for his soup he was left with just four crumpled ones. 

The boss’s wife pulled these four notes from her apron 

pocket and slapped them into his hand, and he realised 

at once that they would never be enough to find him 

a place to stay the night in this distant and unfamiliar 

town. 

Up on the grasslands the temperature drops sharp-

ly at nightfall. Sangay couldn’t bring himself to leave 

the restaurant and step out into the freezing, desolate 

town street. 

One by one, the customers all left. The waiter 

turned off the TV, and the boss came out to sit at a 

table. As he lit a cigarette he noticed Sangay. 

“There’s a runaway kid in here,” he said to his 

wife, who was just taking off her apron. 

She came over. “Tell us the truth kid,” she said. 

“Are you a runaway?” 

Unsure how to reply, Sangay could only shake his 

head vigorously. 

“Did you steal things, from home, to sell?” she 

asked in a low voice. 

Sangay shook his head even harder. 

“Did you take any grassworms?” 

At this, Sangay’s tears sprung from his eyes. “The 

researcher took away my three grassworms. He said 

he was going to give me an encyclopaedia, but then, 

the headmaster said, that they belonged to the school. 

I came to find the researcher, but he’s already been 

moved somewhere else, to be a county commissioner!” 

“Him? What could he want with your three grass-

worms?” said the woman, with a look of astonishment. 

“What, so you wanted to exchange grassworms for 

books?” 

The boss stood up and chucked the glowing ciga-
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rette butt out the door. “In this life, you need to make 

sure you find out what’s really going on. Home time! 

The kid can stay here tonight.” He pointed at the 

waiter. “With him!” 

The boss and his wife went out and pulled the 

shutters down behind them, then locked the door 

from the outside. 

At first the boyish waiter made out like he wasn’t 

pleased. He pushed the tables together, rolled out the 

bedding on top, and climbed on. When the footsteps 

outside had receded, and finally disappeared, he asked 

Sangay: “Did you really not bring even a few grass-

worms?” 

“I really didn’t,” said Sangay. 

The waiter patted the bedding. “Up here.” 

Sangay pulled off his cape, and climbed up. 

“Get on over there,” said the waiter, “I don’t want 

my head bumping into yours.” 

Sangay lay down on the far side of bed. He had 

just barely began gingerly stretching his legs when the 

boy pulled back the blanket and leapt out. 

“Goddamn, you stink!” 

Sangay didn’t know how to reply. But the boy was 

already leaning down with his face close to Sangay’s. 

“Let me show you something.” 

He stood on his tiptoes, pushed up a ceiling tile, 

and pulled out a small cardboard box, which he placed 

in front of Sangay. “Open it. Go on, open it!” 

Sangay opened the box. Inside were rows upon 

rows of tightly packed grassworms. “So many!” 

“Two years of earnings! Two hundred, all told! I’ll 

make ten kuai profit on each one. So that’s basically 

like giving myself a raise!” 

He took the grassworms back and replaced the 

ceiling tile. Then he moved his pillow back so that he 

was lying alongside Sangay. “Just you wait, in a few 

years I’ll be a grassworms dealer myself!” He was gaz-

ing up at the ceiling, and seemed to be looking into 

the future. “I’m fifteen this year. Just you wait, when 

I’m twenty, and it’s time to go collect grassworms, you 

can be my guide, and help me find business!” 

Sangay smiled. “I’ll be in senior high school by 

then.” 

“Damn, I was thinking I could hire you.” 

Sangay asked him another question: “Aren’t you 

going to take the money home?” 

“Buddy, don’t make me think about that, okay?” 

he replied in the voice of a world-weary fifteen year 

old. 

Ready to go to sleep, the boy went to turn out the 

light. 

“Do you mind if I watch TV for a while?” Sangay 

asked. 

“Do whatever you like,” said the boy, “but don’t 

expect me to stay up all night with you.” He pulled the 

blanket up over his head and went to sleep. 

Sangay picked up the remote and flicked through 

one channel after another. He was surprised to dis-

cover that TVs in the county town could receive far 

more channels than they got in the little town where 

he lived. And naturally there were even fewer in his 

home village. 

That night, he discovered the CCTV documen-

tary channel. There he saw the endlessly unfolding 

azure of the sea, and schools of fish like bird f locks 

massing in the sky. Frigate birds kept swooping down 

on the fish. They sailed a boat from one emerald island 

to another. After the programme finished there were 

trailers for upcoming shows: a war movie, with planes 

and cannons and charging troops and victory whoops; 

a programme about Africa, where people had darker 

skin than the people on the grasslands, and elephants, 

and lions, and sunsets, and melancholy songs. 

So there were programmes on TV that were a lot 
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like an encyclopaedia, Sangay thought. 

Then it was the advert break. To Sangay’s surprise, 

there was an advert for grassworms. “Are you still 

steeping them in water?” said a deep voice. “Are you 

still boiling them up to make medicine? Are you still 

grinding them into powder?” 

This was the first time Sangay had heard how 

people actual digested grassworms. By steeping them 

in a cup of water. By boiling them in a pot. By using a 

machine to grind them up. And eating them. As medi-

cine. It was a little disappointing. Such a humdrum 

ending for such a miraculous creature. 

* 

By the time Sangay woke up the next morning, the 

other boy was already up and about, kneading dough 

and poking at the oven to get the fire going. Sangay 

slept for a bit longer. He lay there thinking about his 

family and his school. He finally clambered out of bed 

and hurried into his cape when he heard the boss and 

his wife lifting the shutters. 

After breakfast, the boss instructed the waiter to 

take Sangay to the bus stop. 

His wife put a ten kuai bill into Sangay’s hand. 

“This’ll be enough for a ticket,” she said. “Go back to 

school and get back to your studies.” 

The boss handed him two seedcakes, fresh from 

the oven. “Let’s do the maths,” he said. “It’s six kuai for 

a seedcake, twelve kuai for breakfast, and twenty for a 

night’s lodgings. That’s forty-four kuai you owe me.” 

“And ten kuai for the use of my blanket!” the wait-

er chipped in. 

The boss looked up at the ceiling and laughed. 

“Well you can pay me back on his behalf with your 

earnings. You two have become pretty good friends 

already, no?” 

8 

“Why do the TVs in the county town have such 

good channels?” Sangay asked Mr. Tobgyal when he 

was back at school. 

Mr. Tobgyal swore. “Why always so many ques-

tions? You’ll just have to study hard and do well 

enough in the exams to move to a big place like that. 

Then you’ll have no more questions!” 

Sangay knew Mr. Tobgyal was right. It would soon 

be time for the middle school promotion exam. San-

gay didn’t ask about the encyclopaedia any more. He 

concentrated entirely on following his teachers’ revi-

sion instructions. 

Then it was time for the exam. 

And then there was nothing else to do except wait 

for the announcement of the results and admissions. 

It was around then the grassworm which Num-

ber One’s driver had sold to the small-time dealer 

was purchased by an ordinary family. They bought 

twenty grassworms at a price of fifty kuai each. The 

family elder had been told by the hospital that he was 

already beyond help, so they had taken him home, and 

brought over a doctor of traditional Chinese medicine. 

This doctor recommended raising his qi. The rem-

edies that raised qi were expensive: ginseng and grass-

worms. 

The family brewed two of their twenty grass-

worms at a time, in a pot of soup for the elder to 

drink. Sangay’s grassworm went into the eighth pot of 

soup. But the old man never finished that pot of soup. 

Midway through, his head rolled to the side and his 

mouth went slack, and the soup trickled out, down his 

neck and onto his chest. 

Sangay knew none of this. He was at home, wait-

ing for news. One day, he surprised his father by ask-

ing to be taken up into the hills. He wanted to see 
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what a grassworm that had finished turning to grass 

looked like. 

His father laughed. “I only know what the grass-

worms look like when we dig them out. I don’t think 

anyone knows what they look like when the grass has 

completely finished growing!” 

Sangay didn’t believe him. But he asked everyone 

in the village, and there was no one who knew. 

During next year’s grassworm season, Sangay 

thought, he would save one grassworm, with some 

kind of marker, and he would go back later and see. 

Then he would know what a grassworm looked like in 

the end. He took this idea with him back to school. 

The results came out. Sangay’s results were the 

best in the school, and he was admitted to a magnet 

middle school in their autonomous prefecture. 

His big sister sent him a beautiful postcard on 

which she predicted that he would get into a school in 

the provincial capital for high school. 

And then it was the graduation ceremony. 

His father wore a clean white shirt and brought 

the yak when he came to pick Sangay up. 

Sangay went to say goodbye to Mr. Tobgyal and 

Miss Lhamo, and gave them each a piece of the fresh 

cheese that his father had brought with him. Mr. To-

bgyal placed the cheese in its coltsfoot leaf wrapper 

back in Sangay’s hand. 

“You should go and see the headmaster. You got 

the best results in the school. He’ll be happy to see 

you.” 

Sangay wasn’t particularly keen on the idea, but he 

went to see the headmaster anyway. 

The headmaster was, indeed, very happy to see 

Sangay. “You have a bright future, a very bright fu-

ture,” he said, patting him on the head. “When I came 

here I was a young man, and had just finished my 

teacher training. Now I’m old, and soon I’ll be retir-

ing. Seeing such good scores from you has made me 

very happy. Very happy.” 

Sangay was moved. He placed the cheese on the 

table, and made a formal bow to the headmaster. Rais-

ing his head, he glanced inside the inner room and saw 

the headmaster’s wife leaning beside the bed, watching 

her delighted grandson sitting there with a volume of 

the encyclopaedia spread before him. The boy tore a 

page of the book, then gleefully brandished the picture 

he had ripped out. 

Sangay rushed outside. 

“You ought to forgive him,” Mr. Tobgyal said. 

But Sangay didn’t know if he would be able to for-

give the headmaster. 

* 

When the new term began, Sangay raced into the 

library of his new school. 

“I want to borrow an encyclopaedia!” he said. 

“The encyclopaedia is one of our reference 

books,” the librarian informed him. “You can’t borrow 

them, but you can read them here in the library. 

Sangay sat down at a table and waited for the 

heavy volume to be placed in front of him. 

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” he said when he finally 

left. 

That evening, he sent Mr. Tobgyal an email from 

the school computer room. “I miss you,” he wrote. 

“And I forgive the headmaster.” 
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O

Queen Bee
By Xu Xiaobin

蜂后

1 

ne of the reasons I took driving lessons 

was so I could make use of my days off to 

explore the environs of our city. After the 

May 1st Labor Day holiday, the change 

to a five-day work week and the unusually balmy 

weather seemed to be conspiring to create an opportu-

nity for me to realize my travel plans. So one weekend, 

with my wallet stuffed with cash and the trunk stuffed 

with beer and other goodies, I hit the road. 

I had borrowed the blue Russian Lada I was driv-

ing from my big sister’s husband. I say borrowed, but 

in fact he had as good as given it to me. My brother-

in-law was known far and wide as a well-to-do busi-

nessman. He himself drove a beautiful white Lexus 

that everyone was mad over. To him, the Lada was a 

piece of crap that was ready for the scrap heap. It had 

already clocked over 60,000 km on the odometer. One 

of the side rearview mirrors was smashed, and the en-

gine emitted a noise like an ancient record player. But 

that Lada was a beautiful blue dream to me – my own 

beloved little fantasyland – and I feared some evil fate 

might destroy it. 

2 

That day, under the boundlessly clear vault of the 

heavens, I sped along without a worry in the world 

as I listened to the popular song “I’m the Who, Who 

Cares ‘bout You” on the car’s CD player. The striking-

ly blue sky beaming in through the windshield put my 

heart at ease, and I didn’t have my usual negative reac-

tion to the lyrics of this song – my mind completely 

free of distracting thoughts. It was as if the romantic 

breakup I had just been through had happened a long, 

long time ago. 

So I had already gained something through ex-

perience: touring is an effective method of at least 

temporarily blotting out heartbreak. And if one can do 

it driving one’s own vehicle, then all the better. A uni-

versity student in his 20s – even one who’s been aban-

doned by all those around him – can still find pleasure 

in life if he can take the steering wheel in his own two 

hands. 

The love affair, which had ended precisely six 

months ago, had seemingly taken with it all the genu-

ine emotion I had accumulated in my life. She was a 

waitress in a restaurant, and from the first glance I was 

totally mesmerized by her obvious beauty, her simple 

purity, and her gentle softness – the qualities in a girl I 

had long admired. When I went over and started talk-

ing to her, her easygoing and genuine conversational 

style convinced me that she wanted to chat with me. 

Of course, I wasn’t lacking in the looks department 

myself. That year I had been approached by the di-

rectors of two television dramas about university life, 

but of course I had turned them down. I don’t know 

why, but I have a seemingly natural aversion to males 

getting involved in the performing arts, despite my 

wholehearted appreciation of the singing of Emil Wa-

kin Chou, Angus Tung, and Samuel Tai. 

Our love affair lasted a full two years. Over that 

time, I turned down countless sexual temptations, pre-
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serving my purity for her. But in the end I discovered 

that I was nothing more than a penis for her hungry, 

lecherous soul, a nicely disguised penis; and even 

though the hair on her body was snowy white, she 

herself was nothing more than a horny hen. 

You can imagine how painful this wound was for 

me. 

3 

As the noon hour drew near, my Lada pulled up to 

a beautiful rose garden. Roses of every colour bloomed 

profusely, and beside the garden there was a little log 

cabin. The place was several hundred kilometres away 

from central Beijing. I got out of the car, meaning to 

make use of a shady spot under some trees to eat my 

lunch and have a rest. At that moment an unusual 

sight caught my attention: like a thick, congealed 

cloud, a large swarm of honey bees hovered over the 

rose garden. Through the dusky atmosphere, the sun’s 

rays lit up a grand scene of striking splendour. Only 

as I slowly approached did I discover that these bees 

were frighteningly large, almost the size of dragon-

flies. A single sting would be about all one could take. 

Then I began to notice that the smell of the f lowers 

was strangely overpowering – definitely not the kind 

of fragrance usually associated with roses. It seemed to 

have a kind of power that could make people drowsy 

and ready to nod off. Even eyes normally alive with 

excitement couldn’t resist its soporific power. I was 

drawn to the bright red variety because it seemed to be 

the color the bees were most strongly attracted to. Just 

as I was thinking about picking one to take a closer 

look, and reaching out to grasp its stem, I saw some-

one slowly standing up among the flowers. 

4 

It was a woman, a very thin, dark-skinned woman, 

the shape of whose unusual eyes was reminiscent of 

the leaves of the peach tree. At first glance, she looked 

like an African. Her dress was also unusual. She was 

wearing a barrel-shaped stonewashed denim gown that 

completely covered her entire body. But the strangest 

thing of all was her hair. Piled sloppily on the top of 

her head, it recalled a messy bird’s nest. 

It seemed that my breath had stopped, for at least 

a minute. 

The woman gave me a stern look that made my 

hands feel numb. But then, perhaps sensing my un-

easiness, she adopted a somewhat more consoling 

tone, suggesting quietly that I shouldn’t park my car 

so close. 

Her deep, husky voice was sexy, reminding me 

of the American songstress Whitney Houston – so 

beautiful it could drive people out of their minds. For 

a moment, I felt that God had intentionally laid the 

ground for an ugly drama by bestowing such a beauti-

ful voice on a girl with such an unremarkable face. I 

immediately retreated a few paces. Her cold indiffer-

ence and awesome air of dignity left you with a feeling 

of profound respect. When I apologized and asked 

her if she was the gardener here, she responded coldly 

“What gardener? This is where I live. I planted all 

these flowers, and I keep these bees.” 

I said, “The flowers you planted are truly beauti-

ful, and the bees you keep are most extraordinary. 

How come they’re all so big?” 

She stared at me for a while, apparently trying 

to tell whether or not my words were sincere. Then 

she said that the roses she planted were an unusual 

imported from South America. Then she had nothing 
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more to add. 

5 

Under the shade of the trees I started to eat my 

lunch. I had brought many things to eat, including 

fresh caviar and some very nice smoke-cured bacon. 

Crouched down beside the door of the little log cabin, 

the girl was also eating her lunch. Chomping me-

chanically, she appeared to be downing a large bowl 

of noodles along with a pickled cucumber – about as 

flavorful as chewing on a piece of wax. Perhaps sens-

ing the repeated glances I was throwing her way, she 

looked up for a moment, which gave me the feeling 

that I should say something; so I suggested that she 

taste my caviar. It was very fresh; my brother-in-law 

had brought it back from Russia. To show that my of-

fer was sincere, I brought the caviar and some bread 

over to her. To my surprise, she did not reject it. Like 

a pro, she tasted the caviar with the tip of her tongue. 

Then she took a big spoonful and spread it on a piece 

of bread. She had the table manners of an aristocrat. 

When she was finished, she said in a very casual tone 

that this was the real thing, and she wondered if I 

had more of it back at home. Pleasantly surprised by 

her response, I quickly said yes, that we did, that my 

brother-in-law had brought back four or five jars of it, 

and that if she liked it this jar was hers. She blinked a 

few times, but said nothing, so I added that things like 

this were of no great significance to my brother-in-

law, as he was loaded with dough, and that everyone, 

far and wide, knew it. She stared at me enquiringly. It 

wasn’t my loquaciousness that led to the revelation of 

my brother-in-law’s name; it was the look in her eyes. 

When she heard his name, her eyes seemed to open a 

bit wider. She seemed to know it. But when I asked if 

she did, she insisted she didn’t. 

After that, she fetched a big jar of clear yellow 

stuff from her cabin, saying that she couldn’t take 

something from me without giving something in re-

turn. She said it was a jar of her best honey, and that I 

should take it home with me and enjoy its freshness. I 

thanked her repeatedly. Perhaps it was my self-depre-

cation, along with my respectful attitude, that left her 

with a good impression. At any rate, she had become 

much more friendly. Unable to suppress my curiosity, 

I once again started talking about her roses and bees. I 

said I had never before seen such a magnificent swarm 

of such big and strong bees, and that it was a pity that 

I had not brought a camera with me. Otherwise, I 

definitely would have recorded this marvelous scene. I 

spoke in a tone meant to please and praise, and even-

tually I coaxed a little smile out of her. Then she beck-

oned me to follow her to the back of her garden to the 

place where she kept her bees. 

6 

It was the first time I’d seen a beehive. The in-

tricacy of such hives is astounding. Standing to one 

side, the girl said that bees are extremely intelligent 

creatures, that they understand geometry without a 

doubt. She said we know this because the waxen cell 

units within the honeycomb structures are hexagonal 

in shape, sharing common walls, and that this kind of 

structure preserves the purity of the honey. I asked her 

why these bees were able to grow so big; whether they, 

also, were a South American species. She said they 

were just ordinary bees, and that it was only because 

this South American species of roses was especially 

nourishing that her bees grew to such an unusual size; 

but her explanation was not altogether convincing. She 
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said that the amount of honey they gathered greatly 

exceeded the amount they consumed: to fly three kilo-

meters, they burnt only 35 one-hundred-thousandths 

of a gram of sugar. A honey bee could store in its 

body only one-fiftieth of a gram of liquid honey. If 

the liquid honey was only 20% sugar, then the honey 

bee could store only four-one-thousandths of a gram 

of pure sugar in its body. The amount of liquid sugar 

that it consumed could not exceed nine percent of the 

amount it gathered. I had no interest at all in these 

figures of hers; my attention, rather, was continually 

drawn to the robust worker bees flying back and forth. 

I told her I was amazed that they didn’t sting her. She 

laughingly said it was probably because they had no 

interest in the smell or color of her body. I said that if 

that was the case, did it mean that they were definitely 

drawn to the color red? I had noted that they were 

especially attracted to the bright red roses. Squinting 

disdainfully, she said, “Amateur talk. Bees basically 

can’t distinguish reds. A man can distinguish more 

than 60 colors in the light spectrum, but a bee can 

distinguish only four – yellow, blue, blue-green, and 

ultra-violet – which a man cannot see. To a bee, the 

bright red roses that you mention in fact appear to be 

ultra-violet. Do you get it?” 

With that, she turned away and headed unhurried-

ly for the little log cabin. Then something happened 

that left me staring speechlessly: I saw a huge bee fly 

out of that sloppy bird nest of hair piled high on her 

head, to hover beside her ear, seemingly whispering to 

her. She stopped, apparently listening, then continued 

on her way without showing any sign of concern. That 

moment gave me the feeling that she was a sorceress 

leisurely strolling with a crow or owl she had tamed, a 

sorceress totally at home with the creature world. 

7 

But I didn’t dare speak a word of this. I could 

sense that she was holding back, steering clear of 

something; and I definitely did not want to spoil our 

gradually-warming relationship for the sake of catch-

ing her out in any misrepresentations. I had just gotten 

over a bout of great suffering caused by a female. Even 

a young and inexperienced girl was able to seriously 

damage my spirit; so how much more so a sorceress 

fully conversant with the ways of life? Westerners have 

a saying that women and cats have nine lives. The Book 

of Changes with its eight trigrams is also a deep reposi-

tory of ancient ideas. But it is a commonly accepted 

belief among both ancient and contemporary thinkers 

of all nations alike that a woman’s temperament and 

behavior cannot never be predicted, so that we are 

obliged to be careful with them. 

When I said goodbye to her, a delicate expression 

f lashed across her peach-leaf shaped eyes, and those 

gigantic bees kept flying out of that birds-nest of hair 

and circling around her. Releasing the handbrake, I 

slipped into gear and eased up on the clutch, and the 

Lada took off in a flash. But my satisfaction didn’t last 

long. I don’t know whether it was the extremely hot 

weather or some other factor, but suddenly one of the 

tires blew out. I took my foot off the accelerator, but 

the car continued to jolt along for a few moments. By 

the time it came to a halt, I was totally soaked with 

sweat. 

Only then did I recall that I hadn’t brought along 

a spare. I knew I would have to seek help from the 

woman surrounded by bees. 

She said there was no auto repair shop nearer than 

100 kilometers. My head drenched in sweat and totally 

at a loss, I looked at her not knowing what to say. At 
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that point she gave me an important reminder – to 

ask for my brother-in-law’s help. She said that surely a 

man with his wealth would have his own car. 

I pulled out my cellphone and gave him a call. At 

that point I had no other choice. 

8 

The woman’s little log house was very nicely deco-

rated. The furniture was all made of wood or bamboo 

– simple and unsophisticated yet quite exquisite. The 

place could well have been some wealthy person’s 

summer villa. We sat facing one another, and I felt 

like I had to say something; but before I could open 

my mouth, she opened hers, saying in her sexy mezzo-

soprano voice, “Young man, there’s something on your 

mind that’s bothering you.” Looking at her, I realized 

she was the kind of woman you couldn’t lie to. So I 

sipped a bit of the honey tea she had brought me, then 

in a stammering voice told her about my disappoint-

ments in love. I noted that she was listening intently 

to everything I said. Afterwards, she tossed me a 
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cigarette. I really wasn’t a smoker, but given the situ-

ation, there was no way I could refuse. Following her 

example, I placed the cigarette between my lips, then 

hurriedly stumbled over to give her a light. Exhaling a 

huge cloud of smoke, she said, “What happened to you 

is nothing new. What did it cost you, besides spending 

a bit more money than usual and missing a few proper 

meals and a few nights’ sleep? Also, there’s no way you 

men can think about romance 24 hours a day. As long 

as you have a little power and a little money, even the 

odd opportunity to manipulate and control others, 

then you immediately forget about love. I interrupted 

her, to say I wasn’t like that at all. For two months 

I had lived on the verge of madness. Many times I 

thought about killing myself. Heavy drinking provided 

my only relief, and that was only temporary. When I 

was drowning myself in booze, I would always think of 

Andy Lau’s well-known pop hit, “Pour Me a Glass to 

Drown My Distress”. Although alcohol is definitely a 

distress killer, it doesn’t let you forget your wounds. 

9 

I met the girl during job training in the company I 

work for. 

It’s a large financial firm with a restaurant on the 

building’s ground f loor. That day I had gone out on 

company business and got back late. My department 

head kindly suggested that I put my supper on the 

company tab, so without hesitation I headed down-

stairs and went into the restaurant. After a bit I saw a 

beautiful girl float over to my table. 

What first impressed me about the young girl was 

the misty white purity of her skin. When she spoke 

to you she didn’t have to look directly at you to make 

you feel like you were enshrouded in her gentle gaze, 

which exuded a kind of absolute softness and gentle-

ness that was so sweet it made you want to do anything 

you could to help her. Within the first three minutes I 

had fallen in love with her, my head filled with roman-

tic illusions. She seemed to be highly sensitive to other 

people’s intentions. She helped me order a selection of 

tasty and nourishing dishes: greens with tree fungus, 

shrimp with cashew nuts, and a fish casserole with 

two kinds of winter mushrooms, topped off with three 

delicate and tasty little sweets. When she brought my 

chrysanthemum tea she didn’t forget the little saucer 

of white sugar. She was very attentive and quiet in do-

ing all this, with a delicate smile gracing her lips; not 

something required by the job, rather a genuine and 

natural expression of her sweetness. 

I had noticed the characters printed on the nam-

etag on her bosom: Lidong. When she brought me 

my rice I said, “Does a girl named Lidong work here?” 

Her eyes opened wide for a moment, then she looked 

down at her name tag and gave a sweet little chuckle. 

From her smiling face I knew that she understood my 

little joke. So I went a little further, saying that I would 

like to ask her to help me with something. She asked 

me to say what it was and that if she could, she would. 

I told her that I had a younger sister whose figure 

was very similar to hers, and that in the Asia-America 

Shopping Plaza I had seen a very pretty outfit at a very 

reasonable price that I would like her to try on for my 

sister, as I was afraid that if we waited until she was off 

work to come and try it on, it might already be sold. 

As I said all this, my heart was thumping with fear that 

she would give me a rock-hard refusal. 

But surprisingly, she very happily agreed. The 

Asia-America Shopping Plaza was right next to our 

company. As we left the restaurant shoulder to shoul-

der, I was already brimming over with self-confidence.
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10 

Only later did I discover that the little ploys I 

resorted to, and of which I was so proud, were mere 

kindergarten stunts in her eyes. But even then, surpris-

ingly, I still figured I had gotten myself into her good 

graces. The high point of that day, in fact, came when 

she started trying on outfits. She was apparently on 

friendly terms with the owner of Asia-America. With-

out pause, she kept trying on different style outfits, 

like she was a current fashion model. When she tried 

on one summer outfit and emerged from the chang-

ing room, I was sure I wasn’t the only person lost in a 

trance. The outfit was very revealing. It was sleeveless 

with a deep V-neck. Below the exposed mid-riff was a 

miniskirt that barely covered her buttocks. Its silver-

grey color was about the same shade as the cosmonaut 

uniforms we see in movies. The color complemented 

her pale white skin. Also, this way of covering the body 

so that it seemed only more exposed was more pro-

voking than total nakedness. The small breasts tucked 

neatly in her brassiere looked like a pair of soundly 

sleeping little birds. Her legs, though slightly on the 

thin side, were slender and elegant. She had the bear-

ing of a richly experienced ballet dancer. I drank in her 

beauty, and afterwards couldn’t help but buy a pack of 

cigarettes. I inhaled a few ferocious puffs. My god! At 

that point I truly hoped that my brother-in-law would 

immediately make an appearance – that way, I could 

buy this outfit without a moment’s hesitation. But at 

that moment I didn’t have a cent to my name. All I 

could do was stare dumbstruck and stupid at this gor-

geous creature. 

No. I wasn’t about to accept defeat. I immediately 

marshalled my wits. I said to her, “What’s so great 

about this outfit. Not a one of these outfits suits you. 

Why don’t you come home with me? My big sister is 

a fashion designer.” As soon as I had said this, I wished 

I hadn’t. I had already sensed that there were a num-

ber of obvious holes in my story. I was afraid that she 

would ask me why I didn’t get my big sister to design 

an appropriate outfit for my little sister. 

But she didn’t ask any such thing. She glanced at 

me in a soft and gentle way that charmed my heart, 

and nodded her head in agreement. 

Everything that followed went off without a hitch. 

She came home with me, and later we indulged in the 

eventual event. Strangely enough, she never voiced 

any kind of doubt about the fabricated story about my 

little sister. It seemed she understood everything very 

clearly. I was enchanted by her gentle meekness and 

serenity. 

11 

If it weren’t for my brother-in-law’s slip-up in 

the matter of diamonds, I probably could have been 

permanently kept in the dark. On my sister’s 30th 

birthday, he wanted to buy her a birthday present and 

I went with him. There were two sets of almost identi-

cal diamond jewelry that really caught the eye: they in-

cluded earrings, a finger ring, a necklace and a brace-

let. The brilliant radiance of both sets was enhanced 

by a deep purple velvet background, but their prices 

were as far apart as heaven and earth – separated by 

more than four zeros, even though the fake set looked 

more exquisitely made than the genuine one. 

My brother-in-law bought both sets, calmly ex-

plaining that he wanted to give one set to the wife of 

the managing president of their group of companies. 

Of course, he would keep the genuine set for his own 

wife. But fake products like this can be beautiful, too, 
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good enough to give to anyone as a gift. 

A week later, I saw Lidong wearing this jewelry. 

But I couldn’t tell whether it was the fake set or the 

genuine one. All I knew for certain was that it was a 

coincidence seldom encountered in this world. 

Fortunately, Lidong was way behind my brother-

in-law in playing these kinds of games. She said, 

“They’re a present from a customer.” I asked her just 

what kind of customer he was, and why would he be 

giving her an expensive gift like this. She said that he 

was a wealthy old fart and that a little gift like this was 

no more to him than a hair plucked out of his skin. 

A showdown between my brother-in-law and me 

was inevitable. To be more precise, the only active 

participant in the fight was me. And despite my rage, 

in my heart I still admired him for his easy magnanim-

ity. I pounded him until blood dripped from his mouth 

and nose, but from start to finish he never fought back. 

He sat there stiffly, without comment or display, gently 

wiping the blood from his face with his handkerchief. 

I kept it up until I was exhausted and plumped my 

butt on the f loor. Feeling even worse for the lack of 

adversary, I started to wail loudly, eventually becoming 

hoarse and exhausted as the earth and sky darkened. 

12 

After I don’t know how long, I heard my brother-

in-law quietly say, “Sanxuan, was it really worth it?” 

Sanxuan (“three whorls”) was my childhood name. 

As soon as anyone heard it they knew what it meant: I 

have three hair whorls on my scalp. There’s a popular 

expression that runs this way: “One whorlers are rude, 

two-whorlers are crude, and three-whorlers are born 

in a fighting mood.” Who would have known that it 

would take more than 20 years for this special quality 

in me to manifest itself? 

What my brother-in-law said to me next left me 

speechless and staring blindly. His words were gems 

from the true textbook of life, all of them right on 

the money. He truly was my mentor, the teacher who 

opened my mind. Compared to him, all those so-

called professors and assistant professors of moral 

education faded into obscurity. The first thing he told 

me was that the five principles of teaching – using hu-

mor to win over students; pouring everything into the 

stories of revolutionaries; grabbing life in the large; 

cutting directly to major themes; organizing timely 

conclusions – were already unfit for modern times. 

The fast pace of contemporary society demands the 

reduction of these five steps to just two: go directly 

to major themes and seek timely conclusions. Only 

this kind of fast pace could keep up with the myriad 

of rapid changes in life today. And I was a modern 

university student – one of god’s favored sons, but my 

skills in chasing after girls were obviously outmoded. 

That summed up his first lesson. He continued, say-

ing that because of the rapid and numerous changes 

going on in society, none of today’s verbal promises or 

written contracts carry any weight. Everything may be 

overthrown, and every victory creates only a tempo-

rary victor. There is no such thing as a closed market. 

He added that the young lady had not given me any 

kind of commitment. In the end, it was tough to say 

who would gain the upper hand. That was his second 

lesson. He continued, saying he was already a married 

man, but not one of the old society’s little son-in-laws 

who lived with his wife’s family. Men, he said, live their 

generation, plants only their season. And although 

men live only their generation, who wouldn’t prefer 

life to be longer? Who wants to experience the regrets 

that life brings as death draws near? Furthermore, 
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he said, he had never been unfaithful to my sister; he 

questioned whether the cheap little playthings he gave 

that young girl could compare with the priceless items 

he gave my sister. Even Dong Yong, in his 24 hours 

in bed together with the Seventh Fairy, had uneasy 

moments when he faked it, saying one thing when he 

meant another. When it comes to men who prefer to 

live a genuine life within accepted standards, can they 

not be tempted by little pussycats and puppy dogs? 

Not even emperor Qinshihuang, who unified China, 

was that formidable. 

I was still involved in a last-ditch struggle, al-

though it would be more appropriate to say I was in 

a struggle with myself rather than with my brother-

in-law. My words were angry, but I never thought of 

her as a little puppy or pussycat. I was truly in love 

with her and wanted to marry her! But my words 

were drowned out by my brother-in-law’s hysterical 

laughter. He said, “Sanxuan, you are truly adorable. If 

I were a girl I would definitely love you, but unfortu-

nately women don’t know how to love you. I have to 

tell you that all women have a hidden desire to suffer. 

The popular old saying, ‘If a man ain’t naughty, the 

gals won’t go dotty,’ is a reflection of this truth. If you 

don’t know even this simple fact, then it’s no wonder 

that you’re bound to lose out. I’ll tell you another 

little truth. For a man, it’s better to chase girls than 

make commitments, or get married first and then fool 

around; but, whatever you do, don’t mix marriage 

and fun in the same bed. Otherwise, you’ll become a 

laughing stock.” 

Without much conviction, I said that according to 

his way of talking, there was no such thing as genuine 

love in the world! Nostrils f laring, he guffawed. He 

casually lit a cigarette and took a long drag. Then he 

said that perhaps there was such a thing as love, but 

that what was genuine and what was fake was difficult 

to say; that there was a saying that when the fake is 

made genuine, then the genuine is fake, and that non-

action finds places where making sense is senseless. He 

added that there are times when the fake seems more 

genuine than the real, and that love is nothing more 

than a kind of intellectual confrontation. 

I sat there speechless. Half pushing, half pulling, 

he dragged me to my feet, saying he was going to take 

me to see a fantastic film. At that point, I was in such a 

totally vulnerable state of mind that I could have been 

dragged just about anywhere by anyone. 

13 

The “movie” that I saw shattered all the beautiful 

visions in my heart. My brother-in-law took me to a 

song and dance parlour in a rented Karaoke TV room 

in the basement of a hotel. There I saw several couples 

wrapped in each other’s arms dancing cheek-to-cheek. 

Wrapped up in their dancing, they obviously hadn’t 

noticed our arrival. But I could very clearly see Li-

dong, in all her cloud-like, unsullied beauty, locked in 

the arms of a burly beast of a man, his stubbly whiskers 

pricking her delicate lips. The big fellow had slipped 

one of his huge hands under her shirt, and he was ca-

ressing her breasts gently at will. She was looking up 

at him with her mouth half open and an enchanted 

look on her face. What was odd was that she was still 

obviously as quiet, meek, and timid as ever. 

As the blood rushed to my head, I shouted, 

“Whore!” The men in the room suddenly froze in 

their tracks. Like a little cloud, Lidong fluttered quick-

ly toward me. Just as she was about to reach me, I 

again roared out, with every ounce of strength I could 

muster, “Whore!” My voice had the force of a hurri-
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cane. Caught in the blast, she began trembling uncon-

trollably, like a wounded bird plummeting earthward 

in a confusion of feathers. 

14 

The woman was dragging on her cigarette, with-

out any trace of expression on her face. She asked me 

how old I was. After I had told her the truth, she ut-

tered an icy laugh. She said, young student, your life 

has just started. You can rest assured that a promising 

life awaits you down the road. I don’t know why, but 

hearing this brought tears to my eyes. I took a strong 

pull on my smoke in an effort to dislodge the lump in 

my throat, and muttered firmly, “It’s time for me to 

leave. Thanks again for all your help.” 

But she blocked my way. Only after she had 

blocked my way did our real story begin. I think that 

the prologue to this tale of ours has been a bit on the 

long side. 

15 

The woman took me into a dampish underground 

room, where a strange odour almost overwhelmed me. 

The darkness was cut only by a few threads of ghostly 

candlelight floating in the air. Beside the candles was a 

tiny little cradle. When I looked at the greenish purple 

body of the little baby in the cradle, my stomach start-

ed to heave and I almost threw up. Only later did I 

discover that the cradle was actually a little coffin with 

a tightly-fitted glass cover. 

The woman’s face was obscured by her dissheveled 

bird’s nest of hair, so I couldn’t make out the expres-

sion on her face. Under her prematurely old-looking 

fingers, which were lightly caressing that tiny coffin, 

the baby under the glass cover seemed to be gently 

coming back to life. The woman’s gloomy voice found 

its way through the tangle of hair, saying, “Young fel-

low, take a good look at the tiny child lying here. Ob-

viously, a girl gave birth to this child, but a girl can’t 

make babies all by herself. Of course, there also has to 

be a man. But that man left before the child was born. 

Should I or shouldn’t I ask him to come and see the 

child? What do you think?” 

When I heard these words my heart was over-

whelmed with horror. Facing that bluish-tinged glass I 

started to shiver and shake. 

The woman continued, asking me what I meant by 

saying I thought I was going crazy and that I wanted 

to die, and when I looked at that child what else did I 

have to say. When men find it hard to cope, they turn 

to booze, but women shed blood. Men like to drink 

down the blood women shed, and to them women 

who haven’t shed blood can never be real women. But 

no men like to shed their own blood; throughout their 

lives they prefer to have women shed blood for them. 

Throughout their lives they are vampires! 

In the dim light, I couldn’t see her expression, but 

I could imagine the sinister look on her face. 

I didn’t know what was happening to the woman’s 

body, but I could more or less guess what sort of 

frightening things were hovering in the air around her. 

That bluish-tinged baby under the glass seemed to be 

still breathing and I could see the glass trembling in 

sync with his breathing. A ring of water quietly swam 

around him, dazzling my eyes. 

16 

One day during the winter months of 1974, I 

discovered an abandoned baby near my beehives. It 
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looked like it was the work of the local folk of the area. 

The farmers here often did this sort of thing. 

But this was a remarkably beautiful tiny little 

girl, although the cold wind had turned her wee face 

deathly pale, and her lips a deepening purple. Her soft 

and feeble crying sounded like she was nearing her 

end. But you could still see that she was going to be 

a beautiful woman. Through my entire life, I would 

never forget her. When I gently gathered her to my 

breast, she opened her eyes and quietly looked at me. 

In the cold winter wind, the whites of her eyes had a 

strikingly beautiful bluish tinge, reminiscent of the 

lustrous glow of mother-of-pearl, while her eyelashes 

were curled like the antennae of a butterfly. This sight 

was enough to tell me that I could never leave her. 

I was a woman who had never had any doings with 

a man, and knew simply nothing about raising a child. 

I had no idea what one should do when a child cried. 

Fortunately, my home was running over with honey. 

I made a syrup of honey and water, which I then put 

into a bottle to feed her. She truly grew up on a diet of 

honey. 

It was a very busy time for me. If I wasn’t feeding 

her honey syrup or changing her diaper, I’d be clean-

ing up her poop or her pee, hoping that her stools 

were golden brown in color. The motherhood role can 

truly drive one crazy. Even for an ersatz mother like 

me it’s an exhausting job; but probably it’s an expres-

sion of women’s nature. One day when her stool had 

abruptly turned green and she started to wail, I knew 

that she was in pain. I was anxious and afraid because 

the closest hospital in the area was a long way away. So 

night after night I carried her back and forth, singing 

for her as we went along. She was an unusual child; 

when she was barely two years old, she already en-

joyed listening to me sing. If I stopped for a moment, 

or missed a line, she would immediately stare at me 

with those big eyes, puckering up her little mouth, on 

the verge of tears. So I would carry on singing until 

she was sound asleep. Eventually, she herself became 

a very good singer. I don’t know why, but perhaps be-

cause of those times together. 

By the time she was seven or eight years old she 

had turned into a little beauty. But she was a poor stu-

dent. To pay for her schooling, I would get up at dawn 

and go out to sell honey after only half a night’s sleep, 

facing the blazing sun in summer and the freezing 

northwest winds in winter, my hands suffering repeat-

edly from frostbite, until they had little resemblance 

to human hands! On top of all this, I had to take her 

to school and fetch her home every day. Frequently, I 

would forget to eat. One day when I was on my way to 

her school to fetch her, I fainted and collapsed on the 

road. Because of all this I was often short on school 

fees, and when I looked at her little face I was filled 

with anxiety. One day on the road, when a tractor was 

about to hit us, I determinedly put myself in the way 

and was struck and injured for the sake of the child, 

and one of my arms was broken. This cost me two 

years’ worth of school fees, but that child made no ef-

fort to do well in school. Right through to her gradu-

ation from primary school, she never once scored ex-

cellent, or 5th rank, on an exam. One day my temper 

exploded, and in a rage I cursed her: “You baseborn 

bitch!” But as soon as I said it I regretted it. When she 

started junior high school she was even more of her 

own mind. Though only a wee bit bigger, she started 

using makeup. The money I gave her to buy lunch 

with, she secretly spent on her face, and she started to 

talk back to me. Eventually I could no longer hold my 

temper and I struck her, and she… she… scared the 

hell out of me, saying, “You are not my mother. I have 
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grown up so beautiful, but you are so ugly. For sure 

you’re not my mother! So don’t try to run my life!” 

These words cut me to the quick! But what hurt me 

even more was that she used the money I had pains-

takingly put aside to put her through senior high to 

fool around with a group of little hooligans, frequently 

staying out the entire night… At that point, I was truly 

losing my senses. I said to her, “You guessed right! I 

am not your blood mother; your real mother was a 

prostitute. You’re all screwed up. The way you’re go-

ing, you’re going to end up the same as her!” Her face 

suddenly paled, and she gathered her things together 

in a little bundle and left, slamming the door so hard 

that even today when I recall that sound I start to 

tremble and shake… 

17 

Like a river, the tears of the woman in front of me 

f lowed down endlessly. She was definitely not accus-

tomed to crying. To me it seemed like she was letting 

fall tears that she had been accumulating over her en-

tire life. She was not looking at me; she had complete-

ly forgotten about my existence. She was crying for 

herself and for her beautiful but unrewarding adopted 

daughter. I sat there struck dumb as a wooden rooster, 

with no idea what I should say. I couldn’t see any con-

nection between me and the things she was saying. 

Until she had cried herself out, she took no notice 

of me. Throughout, her eyes were fixed on the dead 

baby in that glass-covered coffin. The old-fashioned 

clock in the room kept ticking and tocking away. I 

couldn’t think of anything to say to comfort her. Even-

tually she raised her head and, giving me a dazed look, 

she said, “My adopted daughter goes by the name Li-

dong.” 

I tried to open my mouth, but no words came out. 

Then I seemed to hear another person asking if she 

was the same Lidong who worked as a waitress in a 

restaurant. 

Without responding, the woman shook off her 

tears, her face looking as dry and furrowed as the life-

less bark of a wizened old tree. Then, as if talking to 

herself, she said that a year went by quickly after Li-

dong’s departure, then suddenly, in the middle of the 

night, she reappeared, saying she wanted some fresh 

honey and some roses. The woman said that Lidong’s 

beauty went unnoticed, just like that of roses covered 

with early morning dew. Her sapphire blue silk skirt 

and diamond necklace set were worth more than one 

hundred thousand yuan, at the very least. The woman 

said that right from when she was little, Lidong loved 

to eat steamed honey cake. That night she gathered 

fresh honey, but when the cake was ready, Lidong only 

took a few bites. The woman said Lidong wouldn’t say 

anything; she was afraid that if she waited until morn-

ing to pick fresh roses, Lidong would leave. While the 

woman was waiting, Lidong smoked non-stop. The 

woman said that Lidong smoked like an old pro. But 

she didn’t dare criticize her. She was afraid that Lidong 

would once again disappear without warning. But after 

a while Lidong left anyway. She picked a large bou-

quet of different colored roses and left with a grin on 

her face, leaving the woman in the lonely darkness. 

18 

Then I asked her if she ever saw Lidong again. 

Listening to what the woman said put my heart more 

and more at ease. Human beings are truly selfish crea-

tures. 

She lit up a smoke. I noticed that she was smoking 
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a cheap cigar. She inhaled fiercely, as if she were swal-

lowing something, with no sign of expression on her 

smoky looking face. 

“If I never saw her again, that would be okay,” she 

said. 

Throughout this whole affair, I felt that there 

was no way that the Lidong described by this woman 

and the cloud-like young girl that I knew could be 

the same person. The Lidong that I knew, no matter 

whether she was pure and honest or evil and seductive, 

was as clear and bright as a pearl. She had none of the 

dark scars that go with being an abandoned or adopted 

child. I always thought that she must have been born 

to a prominent family, and couldn’t imagine her hav-

ing been raised on wild honey. 

This adoptive mother told me that the last time 

she had seen Lidong was two months earlier. 

She said that Lidong came staggering into the 

house one evening with a little baby in her arms. It 

was a baby boy, eyes tightly closed and breathing fee-

bly. Lidong’s face at that moment had changed dra-

matically and lacked its normal coloring. A woman can 

become old and decrepit in the course of one night, 

especially a beautiful woman. At that moment Lidong 

was like a rose that had been battered and broken by 

the wind, her face furrowed with wrinkles like an old 

married woman in the closing years of her life. The 

woman said that at that time she was out of her wits. 

She mechanically accepted the child, then went to the 

hives to gather some fresh honey. In her mind’s eye, 

honey could cure all forms of sickness, even bring 

those on the verge of death back to life. At the mo-

ment the woman was going out the door, she heard 

Lidong shouting. It was a kind of inhuman cry. With 

great difficulty she was able to make out that it was a 

person’s name. 

At that point in her story, she suddenly paused and 

stared at me with her peach-leaf eyes opened wide. 

That torch-like gaze left me trembling with fear. It 

seemed like somebody had hastily pulled a name out 

of the air, and because of that name suddenly the blank 

light became a picture. 

19 

My brother-in-law arrived shortly after two in the 

afternoon. The arrival of his white Lexus was heralded 

by a silvery cloud of dust. When I saw this, it seemed 

like a bad omen. When I think back on this now, I be-

lieve I could have stopped the developments that were 

to follow. 

Self-satisfied as usual, with his great protruding 

gut, he casually walked over to us with his cellphone 

in his hand. He was wearing a black, Western-style 

suit. The woman was extremely polite to him. She 

led us into her little cabin to pour us some honey tea. 

Without giving it any thought, I followed her to the 

hives, where under my attentive gaze she prepared 

the honeyed tea, now and then glancing disdainfully 

at me. Those glances turned my curiosity into some-

thing simply laughable. All I could do was try to say 

something to counter her scorn, but she didn’t seem 

to hear my chatter; so the only thing for me to do was 

to angrily withdraw. But precisely at that point her en-

chanting contralto voice piped up: “I made honey tea 

for her, but when I returned she was nowhere in sight. 

She had left, and didn’t come back again. I saw that the 

chair she had been sitting in was covered with blood. 

I searched for her all night long in a pouring rain. On 

my way back, I discovered a baby that had been left on 

the ground. It had stopped breathing. I made a little 

coffin for it.” 
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That deep voice was as calm and cool as if it were 

talking about someone else’s affairs. But this kind of 

cool, like a snake’s venom, went directly to a person’s 

heart. My hands were stuck together with cold sweat. 

Figuring it according to time, if the child was born 

prematurely at seven months, then when she and I 

parted, she must have been three months gone. Sur-

prisingly, I had been totally unaware of this. At this 

point that woman was even more calm and cool, while 

I was even more frightened. If she had early on antici-

pated everything that would transpire today, she would 

have been waiting the whole time, living in seclusion, 

ready to spring a big, secretly contrived trap. It was 

just like the way we trapped sparrows when we were 

little. We would tie a string to a baited wicker basket, 

then quietly wait in a concealed hiding place. Pretty 

soon the swallows would come and we’d quickly pull 

the string and the basket would immediately fall, trap-

ping the sparrows underneath. 

20 

To my surprise, my brother-in-law ignored my 

hints that I would be reluctant to leave this place, 

but once gone would be unlikely ever to return. He 

praised me for finding such an unusual place; in the 

bright afternoon sun, he wandered through the rose 

garden with his hands tucked behind his back. Then 

he raced around shooting picture after picture of the 

roses and the swarms of bees with the top-quality, 

foolproof camera he had recently purchased from 

Japan. He couldn’t tear himself away from the deep 

beauty of the bed of fresh red roses which were burst-

ing into bloom one after another under the sunny blue 

sky. With their dazzling gorgeousness and luminous 

magnificence, it seemed that any minute they might 

f lutter earthward like petals of pure gold. The huge 

bees swarmed over the blossoms in a thick cloud, and 

whenever they paused for a moment, he would quickly 

press the shutter, all the while muttering expressions 

of admiration. 

After a while he asked, with equal enthusiasm, 

this unusual woman to pose amongst the roses, which 

she did, striking many strange poses. I was seized by 

a cold sweat, but the woman complied with his every 

wish; not only did she comply – she threw herself into 

it. The darkening cloud in my heart slowly began to 

dissipate, to be replaced by a blue as bright as the sky 

above us. I have kept one of those photographs until 

this day: The girl is standing behind that bed of bright 

red roses, bending slightly at the waist, with one hand 

tucked under that large coil of hair, out of which a bee 

is poking its head. I don’t know whether it was because 

of natural backlighting or some other factor, but you 

can’t make out her eyes in the shadowy circle of her 

face. With her quaint gown on top of all this, she looks 

like a ghostly figure from an old costumed opera. Yes, 

she was some sort of spirit. But even now I still don’t 

ultimately know whether she was a spirit that had 

returned from the grave, or one that was seeking ven-

geance. 

While we were fixing the tire, my brother-in-law 

kept his gaze fixed on me. “Sanxuan,” he said, “You’re 

quite the man. Where did you find a girl like this? 

She’s a bit on the ugly side, but it’s the kind of ugliness 

that turns people on, not off!” 

I stared at him briefly. He truly was an incurable. 

It was a misfortune for the family that my sister had 

married him. But, in fact, my sister often had a happy 

smile on her face. This is probably a reflection of the 

saying, “If a man ain’t naughty, the gals won’t go dot-

ty.” It could also be because of her husband’s pursuit 
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of the norm: a balance between the old and the new, 

and his preference for talent over mediocrity. Also, be-

cause he kept up a good public image and appreciated 

his wife doing the same thing within the home, there 

were no disasters in their own back yard. Women can 

be like that: sometimes all that is required is a nice 

looking dress or a piece of jewelry, or even a few kind 

words, to transform raging waves into a calm sea. My 

sister would also never act contrary to convention. She 

said their only regret was that they had not managed 

to produce a child, and that at present she was step-

ping up her efforts to find a cure so they could enjoy 

the ultimate expression of marital bliss. 

When the tire was finally repaired, my brother-

in-law stood up and took off the old lab-coat he had 

donned to do the job. Using a cotton cloth, he cleaned 

his hands meticulously. At this point, the woman 

walked over to us casually, and extended a hand to 

him. 

Dazed for a moment, he quickly pulled out a hun-

dred yuan bill to thank her for her hospitality, saying it 

was just a tiny gesture. 

But she refused the money, saying to him in that 

enchanting alto voice that she would sooner have one 

of his business cards. 

I was shocked and felt a kind of premonition. My 

brother-in-law delightedly presented one of his cards 

to her. I watched as she carefully read the name on the 

card. But her face was devoid of any expression. 

21 

Looking back on this, there must have been many 

opportunities to escape from it all. But there was a 

huge gap between the facts as I recalled them and 

the actual facts. With the passage of time, facts can 

change beyond recognition. And the more people are 

involved, the more facts you have. 

Right now the facts that I can clearly recall and re-

cord are limited to the unusual blue of the sky that day 

and several clumps of white clouds that glittered like 

glass fibers in the sky. In addition to the blue sky, there 

were the red roses, the dark-faced girl and the ex-

traordinary magificence of that shining swarm of bees. 

As we were leaving the place, the girl’s long shadow 

linked with her body, giving her the appearance of be-

ing very tall, but it was only her shadow that created 

this effect. 

At the woman’s suggestion, my brother-in-law and 

I swapped clothes: I put on his black Western-style suit 

jacket, which made me look much more solid and se-

date, and he put on my blue stone-washed one, which 

made him look younger and more energetic, and also 

hid his protruding stomach. So the two of us together 

sang her praises. Then the whim hit me that it would 

be great to swap vehicles, too. When I expressed my 

serious desire to drive the Lexus, my brother-in-law 

tossed me the keys, but the woman intercepted them 

and tossed them back to him. Then she turned to me 

with a serious look on her face and said, “You should 

stick to driving your own vehicle. Don’t think about 

running when you’ve just learned to walk. You aren’t 

up to driving such a classy car. If you drove it, you’d 

wreck it.” My brother-in-law probably hadn’t been 

too eager to let me drive it anyway, preferring to keep 

things as they were – not going against the flow. “Okay, 

okay,” he said, “your big sister was right, absolutely 

right, Sanxuan. So you drive your Lada for now. Next 

year, I’ll buy you a Volkswagen Santana.” 

But I’d sooner have a Chevrolet than a new gen-

eration Santana. The price was about the same. I was 

testing my wings. The things that woman was doing 
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pissed me off… This was our last little episode before 

we parted. 

22 

The two vehicles started to roll forward at almost 

the same moment, but as usual brother-in-law quickly 

shot ahead of me. This was to be expected, as his car 

had twice the power that mine had. But quickly that 

beautiful and impressive Lexus in front of me started 

to do a rock-and-roll dance. At first I thought brother-

in-law was having me on with one of his little jokes. 

But by the time I finally cottoned on to the fact that 

something serious was happening, his car had already 

plunged into the ditch. I took my foot off the accel-

erator, and even before the car had come to a halt, I 

jumped out. The doors of the Lexus were all locked, 

but through the window I could see that brother-in-

law was splayed across the steering wheel, with his 

head hanging down. Fortunately, one of the side win-

dows was open, and I stuck my hand in and unlocked 

the door and opened it. Before I could fend it off, 

something that looked like a huge dragonfly suddenly 

flew by me, its wings brushing against my face. I saw 

its dark green, sinister eyes and, without knowing it, 

let out a loud cry. Then I noticed a swelling on broth-

er-in-law’s forehead. In the centre of the bump there 

was a tiny, dark green drop of blood, and I knew he 

was not going to make it. 

Before he died, he managed to say something. 

What he said was this: “Tell your sister that it was my 

fault that she never got pregnant. I lied to her, so tell 

her to stop taking treatments for it and find a new hus-

band before it is too late.” 

Those were his last words. 

23 

My memories of the events that followed have all 

become blurred. I think the first thing I did was pick 

up brother-in-law’s cellphone and call my sister. I for-

get the way I explained things to her. All I remember 

is hearing on the other end saying, “What? What did 

you say?” Anything else she might have said, I have 

completely forgotten. Dusk was already approaching 

when the police cars arrived. The chief officer of the 

local substation himself arrived, as well as some of-

ficers from city headquarters. They immediately took 

pictures of the scene of the accident and listened to my 

muddled account of what had taken place. Afterwards 

they asked me to go with them to the rose garden to 

see the girl. My memory had it that we were no more 

the 10 kilometers from the place, but we followed 

the road back 20 kilometers without finding a single 

sign of anyone. So we continued on, having no choice 

other than the two directions we already knew. The 

newly-constructed road had no junctions with side 

roads leading off it. So we went back and forth repeat-

edly the entire night, to no avail. A young police of-

ficer mumbled to himself that it was like being a ghost 

beating its head against a brick wall… but one of his 

superiors responded: “There’s no ghost, and no wall. 

It’s just that we’ve been letting this student lead us on.” 

These words dropped on me like a bomb. The po-

lice, who had endured a hard night, were thrown into 

total confusion. A lesser officer from the substation 

grabbed me viciously by the throat, saying, “You little 

bastard, you’ve been playing games with us, all to no 

good end!” They all crowded around me, demanding 

that I once again repeat my entire story. My IQ level 

had hit rock bottom. Of course my repeated story was 

incoherent and full of contradictions, further stimulat-
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Translated by John Howard-Gibbon 
and Eric Abrahamsen

ing their suspicions. The only thing I remember about 

that moment is the jabbering voices surrounding me. 

But I didn’t have a clue what they were saying… The 

intense excitement and excessive strain had turned my 

brain into a bowl of paste. 

24 

If it hadn’t been for the roll of film retrieved from 

brother-in-law’s camera, the police would never have 

stopped suspecting me. When the branch police sta-

tion had the film developed and then enlarged, they 

discovered that shot of the girl standing in front of the 

rose garden supporting her large bun of coiled-up hair 

with both hands… An enormous bee was poking its 

head out of that huge clump of disheveled hair, with 

only one single sinister-looking dark green eye dis-

cernable. The forensic examination determined that 

the cause of my brother-in-law’s death was a rare kind 

of bee venom that until this time had never been dis-

covered in our country. 

When I came out of the police substation, my 

mother was there waiting for me. This didn’t in the 

least cheer me up. I’m not sure why, but my brother-

in-law’s dying words kept resounding in my brain. No. 

That baby wasn’t brother-in-law’s work. Now it was 

absolutely clear that he had nothing to do with the 

baby. He was the fall-guy for somebody else. But who, 

finally, can we say he died for? When I thought about 

it, I started to shake with fear. No one can say for sure 

how many men Lidong slept with, but no matter how 

you figure it, I was one of them. It would be difficult 

for me to deny my involvement. “If…” I truly wouldn’t 

dare to look into the things that would follow that 

“If…” When I think back to all the details of that day, 

I am in no doubt that it was brother-in-law’s name that 

Lidong shouted out. But could Lidong have been mis-

taken? Perhaps it was not a mistake, but intentional? 

If it was intentional, then she was trying to shield the 

person concerned. Following a woman’s logic, there 

could be only one reason for such shielding – love. 

Heavens! Could it really be that she loves me? 

Could I be the one she truly loves? 

Once again, my brain was a blank. I realized that 

regardless of the truth, there could be no real happi-

ness in my life. 

25 

The enlargement of that photograph still hangs on 

a wall of the investigation room of the police substa-

tion to this day. It is blown up so large that it covers 

the entire wall. Those who are fortunate enough to 

enter that room all think the picture was put up as part 

of the room’s decor. The picture’s colors are gorgeous: 

there’s the blue of the sky, the red roses, the dark-faced 

girl, and also a black cloud of bees – all made unbeliev-

ably gorgeous by the bright sun. 
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Q

The Whites of Her Eyes
By Dai Lai

白眼

in Lang’s mornings began with a shit. 

Only once he’d taken his morning shit 

did the day truly begin. Fifteen years 

ago, sitting on the toilet, he’d gritted 

his teeth and told himself, you really need to get over 

this obsession with cleaning out your bowels and get 

on with your life – only then can you call yourself a 

grown-up. 

Unfortunately, this annoying physical need wasn’t 

so easily overcome, and he remained obsessed with 

bowel movements. Sometimes, when he sat on the toi-

let, he’d think back on the challenge he’d given him-

self fifteen years ago, and he’d reflect that his ass had 

basically been stuck to the toilet seat since then. He’d 

fallen in love, gotten married, had kids, changed jobs, 

but still the toilet loomed large, casting a constant 

shadow over his life, and so many memories, both 

painful and pleasant, were linked in his mind to the act 

of shitting. 

Though Qin Lang did his best to keep his habit 

secret after getting married, his long trips to the bath-

room stirred his wife’s suspicions. Under the interro-

gation of this persistent woman, Qin Lang was forced 

to tell the truth. He regretted talking before he’d even 

finished, and he watched as his wife’s mouth turned 

up at the corners until finally she couldn’t keep from 

laughing. That’s right, he could only answer nature’s 

call in a condition of complete relaxation, so usually he 

did his business at home. But there was one more con-

dition. There couldn’t be anyone walking around the 

house making noise. Even imagining someone walking 

around would disturb his concentration, and he’d be 

unable to do the deed. If he had some pressing busi-

ness to attend to, that would also be enough to throw 

him off course. 

His daughter had first dibs on the bathroom when 

she woke up, then his wife, and by the time it was his 

turn it was nearly time for work. That meant that Qin 

Lang usually saw to his needs earlier, while his wife 

and daughter still slept, or the problem would nag at 

him all day long. 

Qin Lang had been sitting on the toilet for ten 

minutes when he was struck by the even more trou-

bling sensation that he’d been shitting out a single ex-

tremely long turd for the past fifteen years. But seeing 

as he had a train to catch at 8:53, he had to put an end 

to this interminable morning ritual. To give himself 

more time to for his routine, he’d prepared his lug-

gage the night before. There wasn’t much to prepare. 

The purpose of Qin Lang’s trip was to do whatever 

was necessary get the other party to sign the contract. 

So long as he brought enough cash to woo them, the 

rest of the job would be easy. 

Qin Lang had never much liked train stations. 

They were always crowded and disorderly, and you 

could see while you were there how chaotic life was, so 

many people rushing around trying to make a living, 

so many people drifting around aimlessly. Qin Lang 

hated everything about travel. 

Leaving home meant that Qin Lang was unable 

to follow the ritual that restored and relaxed him. He 

was obsessed with thoughts of moving his bowels all 

day long, to the point that his brain felt constipated. A 
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shit-colored storm cloud followed him around, dark-

ening his day. 

Also, moving objects set him on edge. Come to 

think of it, motion itself upset him. Planes seemed to 

make him more jittery than trains. They were a lot 

faster, obviously, and they caused him that much more 

distress. Either stretch his nerves taut for a few hours, 

or put his body through endless bumping and tossing 

– that was the choice Qin Lang constantly faced. 

When Qin Lang arrived at the train station, they 

had already started checking tickets for train K234. It 

was an air-conditioned express train from Shanghai to 

Shijiazhuang, a trip of 17 hours in all. Qin Lang made 

the journey to Shijiazhuang and back about once a 

month. A pharmaceutical factory there was one of his 

biggest clients, as well as one of the most important 

clients of the entire factory, and maintaining a good 

relationship with them had been one of his main jobs 

over the past five years. As business trips went, it could 

have been a lot worse. Compared to faraway clients in 

the northwest, Shijiazhuang was a quick and easy trip. 

When Qin Lang stepped inside compartment 

number 5, a couple about his age, middle-aged, sat 

on the lower bunk chatting and laughing. With his 

abrupt arrival, they pulled their heads apart and sat up 

straight, as if by conditioned response. They pulled 

apart from each other in an instant, and the woman 

wiggled her butt a little closer to the edge of the bunk. 

All Qin Lang saw was a f lurry of motion before his 

eyes, and when he looked again, the man was giving 

Qin Lang a friendly nod, and the woman had turned 

to face the window, as if something outside had at-

tracted her attention. It looked like they didn’t know 

each other at all. Maybe Qin Lang hadn’t really seen 

what he thought he’d seen. 

The man cleared his throat, sat up straight, 

grabbed the thermos from the little table, pulled out 

the stopper and took a look inside. He mumbled to 

himself, the water’s cold, then took the thermos and 

stepped outside. For some reason, Qin Lang thought 

the words sounded forced, that the acts that preceded 

them were a deliberate preparation for the words, and 

that the words were a deliberate preparation for walk-

ing out of the room with the thermos. 

Qin Lang put his backpack down on his own bunk 

and took a seat. The woman was still looking out the 

window, which gave Qin Lang the chance to size her 

up. She was fair-skinned, wearing stylish clothing, a 

trace of worry showing in her faintly furrowed brow. 

She looked like a woman with the right kind of job and 

the right kind of husband, a woman Qin Lang could 

only lust after in his dreams. 

Qin Lang turned his eyes to the woman’s hand, 

which rested on the bedside. It was a smooth, delicate 

hand, a well-cared-for hand, the type of hand Qin 

Lang’s wife had always longed to have. She’d lavished 

lots of time and money on her hands, but unfortunate-

ly, a childhood in the countryside had given her big, 

bulky hands with fat knuckles. Even so, she was attrac-

tive, not because of her face or her figure but because 

of some mysterious quality, like an invisible fragrance 

men found irresistible. But her most fatal quality was 

the way she parted her legs in an inviting but challeng-

ing pose that said, come and conquer me. There had 
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never been a lack of challengers, but things had started 

to change five years ago, when the director of their 

factory had somehow fallen for her scheme. Qin Lang 

was sure he’d regretted it before he’d even pulled his 

zipper up, just like Qin Lang himself had. But by then 

it was already too late. Qin Lang felt that his wife was 

like an experienced hunter who knew just where to 

lay the traps, and just what type of creature each trap 

would catch, so that there was no hope of her prey es-

caping once it found itself ensnared. Twenty years ago, 

Qin Lang was the most desirable prey this hunter had 

been able to catch, so she hadn’t hesitated to keep him 

around. Five years ago, the factory director had proved 

an unexpected catch for a female hunter in her thirties, 

so of course she’d been unwilling to release him from 

her clutches. 

The relationship between Qin Lang’s wife and 

the factory director had been an open secret from the 

beginning, and Qin Lang’s indifferent attitude was 

the butt of jokes at the office. Of course, it was easy 

to laugh at other people, but it was no laughing mat-

ter when it happened to you. What could he do but 

look the other way? The ugly truth was that his wife 

hadn’t been stolen by another man – she’d grabbed 

hold and wouldn’t let go. Talking in circles, Qin Lang 

had once implied that he wanted his wife to put a stop 

to the relationship, that he’d forgive her if she did, but 

this only brought on a vicious counterattack in which 

she rolled her eyes scornfully at him, baring their big 

whites him. You pigheaded moron, she said, if I wasn’t 

here holding things together, one of you would have 

already lost your job. If you don’t play this right, both 

of you will. And he had to admit that his wife wasn’t 

completely off the mark when she claimed she was do-

ing what was best for the family. It was obvious that if 

he could talk himself into accepting it, life would be a 

lot easier. Besides, what choice did he have? 

The woman suddenly turned toward Qin Lang 

and shot him an intense, irritated look. He felt awk-

ward, so to hide it, he left. 

Based on the scenery outside the window, Qin 

Lang guessed that the train had taken off five or six 

minutes ago. He knew the landscape on this trip like 

the back of his hand. For the past five years, he’d spent 

more time on this train than he had in Suzhou. It was 

the life he’d chosen, noisy, bumpy, on the road. It was 

the life he’d been forced into, noisy, bumpy, on the 

road. 

As he walked toward the space between the cars, 

Qin Lang fished out a pack of cigarettes, pulled one 

out and lit it hurriedly. As he blew out the first puff of 

smoke, he noticed a girl in the hallway rolling her eyes 

in a show of scorn. He paid her no attention. Women 

had rolled their eyes at him on many occasions, and 

there was nothing to set this one apart from the oth-

ers. It wouldn’t stay in his memory for long. It was too 

much trouble to even respond. 

After blowing out the second puff of smoke, Qin 

Lang made his way into the space between the cars 

and stood facing the door to the train car. The train 

had left the city, and outside the window he saw rice 

paddies, fish ponds, and small farmhouses, a peaceful 

rural landscape bathed in autumn sun. Qin Lang had 
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often thought of retiring to the countryside, with a 

little house and a patch of land all to himself. There 

he’d truly settle down, live off the land, and his wife 

and kids could do whatever they wanted. Of course, 

Qin Lang knew he was only dreaming. 

“Having a smoke?” 

Qin Lang turned to see the man from his train 

compartment smiling at him while shaking his hands 

dry. Qin Lang nodded and returned the greeting. He 

felt a bit uncomfortable. Given that his hands were 

wet, the man had probably just come back from us-

ing the bathroom. If Qin Lang wasn’t mistaken, he’d 

probably just taken a big, disgusting shit. Being face 

to face with someone who had just moved his bowels 

made him feel inexplicably depressed. 

“Are you on business?” 

Qin Lang was forced to give another nod. The 

man should have been able to see the displeasure on 

Qin Lang’s face, but he blabbed on anyway. It was 

obvious that Qin Lang was an experienced business 

traveler, no need to ask. The way he’d rushed onto 

the train carrying so little luggage should have shown 

that. As he spoke, the man pulled out a cigarette case, 

opened it, brought it to his lips, extracted a cigarette 

with his teeth, and started feeling around in his pock-

ets for a lighter. Qin Lang gave him a chilly look. He 

knew the man would eventually pull a lighter out of 

one of his pockets, and even if he didn’t, Qin Lang 

wasn’t about to take the initiative and give the man a 

light. 

“We’re on business too. It gets old, you know. It’s 

constant. It’s like if we’re not a train, we’re on a plane.” 

Qin Lang knew that by “we”, the man meant him-

self and the woman, but he wasn’t sure whether they’d 

started sleeping together because of the business trips 

or if they slept together first and only then started the 

trips. The reason he always went on business trips was 

to clear room for his wife to sleep around. When he 

thought of it like that, there seemed to be some kind 

of esoteric link between business trips and sleeping 

around. 

At last the man found his lighter and lit his ciga-

rette. Qin Lang felt faintly disappointed. 

“Where are you getting off?” 

Qin Lang didn’t feel like responding, but couldn’t 

bring himself to just turn and walk away. In that way, 

he was just like his wife – he couldn’t say the word 

“leave.” So deep down, Qin Lang despised himself for 

his cowardice and indecision, feeling scruples about 

his lack of scruples, hating his lack of willpower. 

“Where are you getting off?” 

“At the end.” 

With that, Qin Lang ground out the cigarette in 

the ashtray, gave the man an unfriendly look, stepped 

around him, and went back to the train compartment. 

The girl who’d rolled her eyes at Qin Lang still 

stood in the aisle facing the window, a blank look on 

her face, hands gripping the edge of the tea table. 

When Qin Lang walked by, she moved a little to the 

side to let him pass, simultaneously rolling her eyes 

again. He paused for a moment. If she’d rolled her 

eyes the first time because he’d been smoking in the 

hallway, why had she done it the second time? Was she 
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still angry about him smoking? Had she put him on 

her shit list over a single puff of smoke? 

When he reached compartment number 5, Qin 

Lang couldn’t stop himself from looking back at the 

girl. She’d turned back to the window, and she stood 

completely still, as if deep in thought. Maybe she 

hadn’t meant to flash him a dirty look after all, thought 

Qin Lang. It looked like there was something on her 

mind. The train had taken off half an hour ago. Why 

was she still standing there in the hallway staring into 

space? Maybe the anger in that look wasn’t directed at 

Qin Lang himself, but at the world in general for dis-

turbing her concentration. In that case, he shouldn’t 

take it personally. No, he told himself, don’t let it get 

to you. 

But really, how else was he supposed to take it? 

Once, Qin Lang had run into the factory director 

in the bathroom, and in a pathetic display of injured 
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pride, he hadn’t said a single word. The factory direc-

tor had shot him a glance, furrowed his brow, ducked 

his head and walked away. After taking a piss, Qin 

Lang stayed for a long time in the stench-choked 

bathroom. Again and again he replayed the factory di-

rector’s every tiny movement in his mind, until finally 

he saw in the bowing of the head, in the furrowing of 

the brow, signs of a guilty conscience. He saw emotion 

in the look the factory director gave him. He looked 

into those downcast eyes and he could tell the man was 

in pain. But why? No doubt about it, Qin Lang’s wife 

had him trapped in a corner. That look was seared into 

Qin Lang’s memory, and every time he found himself 

at his wit’s end, he pulled the memory out and looked 

it over until he regained the calm he needed to go on 

with his daily routine. What else could he do? 

The man approached, swinging the water bottle, 

bobbing his head, humming a little tune to himself. 

The girl moved aside to let him pass. Qin Lang uncon-

sciously looked into her eyes, but she’d simply stepped 

aside to let the man pass, without even looking at him. 

Why hadn’t she rolled her eyes at him? He pulled out 

the fragmentary memory of the man passing by and 

the girl stepping aside, replayed it in his mind, and saw 

clearly that the girl had not rolled her eyes. 

“Why don’t you go inside?” 

“I’m watching the scenery.” 

Qin Lang had meant to give these words a con-

temptuous snarl, as if to say, “none of your damn busi-

ness”, but the man didn’t seem to notice. The man 

turned, glanced at the girl, and flashed an ambiguous 

smile. Yeah, he said, the scenery here is really nice. 

Then he reached out and gave Qin Lang a pat on the 

shoulder. Qin Lang shrank back a little, but wasn’t 

able to avoid the pat. As the man parted the sliding 

doors and stepped inside, Qin Lang drilled a hateful 

glare into the back of his head. 

Qin Lang knew what a roll of the eyes looked like, 

and in the span of a couple minutes this girl had done 

it twice. She must have her reasons. Was she trying to 

tell him something? He took two small, furtive steps 

toward the girl, wanting to get a good look at her. He 

was determined to come up with an explanation. 

He looked at her for what seemed like hours, and 

he thought and thought for what seemed like half a 

day. The happiest, most romantic possibility was that 

the girl liked him. But the notion only flickered for a 

moment in Qin Lang’s mind before he rejected it. At 

last Qin Lang decided to pass by her again, and if she 

gave him another dirty look, he’d demand an answer 

for it. 

To his surprise, the girl didn’t even notice Qin 

Lang approaching. He hesitated for a moment, then 

deliberately brushed against her most prominent fea-

ture – her butt – as he passed. Startled, the girl gave 

a little jolt, then turned very deliberately, as if in slow 

motion, and rolled her eyes. The look landed heavily, 

like a blow to his face. All of a sudden, the lights in 

the train car seemed to dim, and he fell at once into 

a pitch-black mood. At the same time, anger f lushed 

his cheeks, and he was struck by the urge to grab the 

girl by the collar and demand an explanation. But in 

the end, his legs carried him to the space between the 
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train cars. 

After finishing his first cigarette, Qin Lang still 

hadn’t thought of one good reason not to go back 

and interrogate the girl, so he lit another. Without 

warning the girl approached, stumbling along with 

her head down, and went directly into the bathroom. 

Without thinking, he set off after her, planting himself 

outside the bathroom door. It was a pretty good posi-

tion. There’s nowhere to run, little girl. If you want 

me to let you pass, you have to give me a good reason. 

Of all the countless times people have rolled their eyes 

at me, these three were nothing special. But you did it 

too many times, for no good reason, injuring the pride 

of a man who didn’t believe in himself to begin with. 

Qin Lang wasn’t going to hold it in anymore. Not to-

day, anyway. 

Several people had already gone in and out of 

the other bathroom. Qin Lang guessed more than 20 

minutes had passed, and the girl still hadn’t come out. 

Several times, pretending he was holding his breath as 

part of some exercise, he walked past the entrance to 

the bathroom, stood still, and listened close, but heard 

no unusual sounds. 

Then, at the worst possible time, Qin Lang’s 

stomach started to hurt. He felt the need to drop a 

load, not too strong, but untimely. The bathroom next 

door happened to be open. No reason why he couldn’t 

have a try. Maybe he could conquer the obsession that 

had plagued him for all these years. But no. Qin Lang 

felt like a warrior charged with protecting his own dig-

nity, and until the enemy surrendered, he would not 

leave his post. 

Qin Lang both admired and envied people who 

could sleep and take a dump on a moving train, es-

pecially the latter. It was not an easy thing to do. But 

there were definitely people who could manage it. Qin 

Lang stood there for nearly half an hour, and based 

on the amount of time they spent in the bathroom, he 

guessed that at least two people, or one in three, had 

done the deed. And the other two-thirds, if the need 

arose, probably could have pulled it off. 

The train was clearly slowing down, and there was 

an announcement that they had nearly reached Chang-

zhou. Key in hand, the train attendant approached and 

started locking up the bathrooms. She was a young, 

slim girl with hardly any boobs and extremely long, 

thick eyelashes that made him think of the folds of a 

fan. Qin Lang thought, when she blinked her eyes, 

surely whoever was standing in front of her would 

feel a breeze blow past. She’d been busy ever since 

Qin Lang had boarded the train, and she seemed to 

him like an agreeable, hardworking person. Qin Lang 

thought she was interesting. If he had the chance, he’d 

like to chat her up. 

As he watched the train attendant lock up the 

bathroom next door and walk away, Qin Lang sud-

denly shouted at her to stop, reminding her there was 

someone in the bathroom. There’s someone in the 

bathroom? Yes, there is. Qin Lang spoke with convic-

tion. If she wanted, he could even describe the person 

inside, how tall she was, about how old. The attendant 

knocked twice on the door, raised her voice and asked, 

is there somebody in there? The train is almost in the 

station. Once we get to the station, the bathrooms are 
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closed. There was no response from inside. She turned 

and asked Qin Lang, you saw someone go inside? Yes, 

I saw her go in there, it was a girl, she went in about 

half an hour ago. She knocked twice more, then ex-

changed a quick glance with Qin Lang. They were 

both a bit f lustered. Do you think she’s okay? Qin 

Lang asked. Without hesitation, she put the key in the 

lock and opened up the bathroom door. She opened it 

just a crack at first, then pushed it a little wider, then 

opened it halfway and stuck her upper body inside. 

Qin Lang craned his neck, wanting to take a look, but 

the train attendant slammed the door with a bang, 

turned decisively and walked off. 

“What, there wasn’t anyone in there?” 

The young train attendant didn’t respond. The 

train had arrived in the station. She opened the door, 

laid out the walkway, and stuck the car number plate 

above the door in a series of practiced motions, all the 

while wearing a businesslike smile. Nobody got on or 

off this particular car, so all she had to do was stand 

there at the doorway like a signpost. Qin Lang fol-

lowed her, held onto the door handle, stuck his body 

out and asked her as she stood on the station platform, 

there wasn’t anybody in the bathroom? She lowered 

her eyes and stared at her shoes. Qin Lang looked 

down too, following her gaze, but there was nothing 

there to see. She still hadn’t answered, and it seemed 

she was annoyed with his repeated questions. 

“There wasn’t anybody in the bathroom?” 

“No.” Before Qin Lang had finished his sentence, 

she raised her head and answered abruptly, clearly an-

noyed, rolling her eyes. That’s right, she’d shown him 

the whites of her eyes. Qin Lang felt like her eyelashes 

had swept across his cheek. 

Qin Lang slowly pulled himself back inside the 

train. His thoughts seemed to be moving in slow mo-

tion. Her answer, the anger on her face, her tone of 

voice, and that damn dirty look had really thrown him 

for a loop. Why did she have to get angry with him? 

Was there really nobody inside? Then where had she 

gone? The questions rushed at him all at once, and 

Qin Lang’s brain felt like an old computer that had 

run out of memory, so it took ages to boot up. The 

only thing he was sure of was that his interest in her 

had evaporated the instant she rolled her eyes at him. 

“I’ve got a weird story for you. I saw this girl go 

into the bathroom, I’m sure I did. But she didn’t come 

out. When the train attendant opened up the bath-

room, there was nobody inside. I guess she must have 

jumped out of the train.” Qin Lang delivered the tale 

breathlessly. He’d just gotten done knocking on the 

doors to each compartment and peering in the con-

necting spaces at both ends of the soft sleeper car, his 

heart pounding, an ominous feeling weighing on him. 

“And what made you think I needed to hear this? 

Really.” 

“What, it’s not a good time to talk? What are you 

doing?” 

“I’m at the office. What else would I be doing at 

this time of day?” The impatience in her tone was ob-

vious. 

“What exactly are you doing?” 

“What am I doing? I told you I’m at the office. I’m 
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working. I’m making money to feed our daughter.” 

“Forget it. Sorry if I interrupted your private time 

with your boyfriend.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Don’t treat me like an idiot. Sorry if I interrupted 

your private time with your boyfriend.” 

“You’ve got shit for brains!” she said, and hung up. 

The female train attendant stooped down, hold-

ing a broom in her hand, slowly sweeping her way to-

wards him. Qin Lang felt his face flushing. He opened 

the door to compartment number 5, went inside, and 

plopped down on his bunk. The man on the bunk 

opposite him said something, he couldn’t hear what, 

didn’t want to hear. There was a buzzing in his right 

ear, and his eardrum vibrated painfully. With the palm 

of his hand, he smacked his right ear hard. Yes, it was 

just like his wife said: you’ve got shit for brains! 

“Fucking like dogs in the street… what a couple 

of goddamn cheaters.” Qin Lang cursed viciously to 

himself. 

“What did you say?” 

Qin Lang looked up, and was mortified to see ex-

pressions of shock on the couple on the opposite bunk. 

“What did you just say?” The man rose to his feet, 

rage contorting his features to the point that Qin Lang 

could hardly recognize him. 

What did I just say? Qin Lang asked himself. The 

man took a step forward, and stood directly in front of 

him. From this angle, Qin Lang noticed that the man 

was awfully big and tall. What did I just say? With one 

hand, Qin Lang braced himself against the bed, un-

consciously shrinking back, his other hand still pressed 

against his ear. The man bent down, his features 

contorted with rage, and shot Qin Lang a murderous 

look. 

“If you ask me, you’ve got fucking shit for brains.” 

The sound burst like a bomb above Qin Lang’s head, 

and bits of shrapnel scattered all around. 

After a brief silence, Qin Lang heard a low, con-

tinuous roar that seemed to come from far away. At 

the same time, there was a buzzing in both his ears. 

Yes, it was just like the man said: if you ask me, you’ve 

got fucking shit for brains. 

Translated by Michael Day
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The Whistle
By Wang Xiangfu

金属哨

T he bath house was a place to relax, but 

Meng Dali felt Ji Dong would not relax 

today because as soon as Ji Dong walked 

in, he started spouting off about Ji Xi. 

Meng Dali thought to himself, well, in a bit I’ll take 

Ji Dong to get a massage and help him really relax. 

Meng Dali stole a glance over that direction. He knew 

there was always some fresh meat over there. Meng 

Dali told Ji Dong how about you just take it easy and 

not think about your problems with Ji Xi anymore, al-

right? The pool was really quite hot, so Meng Dali and 

Ji Dong took their time inching themselves into the 

water. They began to sweat almost immediately. Dong 

Ji folded his washcloth and placed it behind his head; 

this way he could stretch out his two legs and lie a little 

more comfortably. Meng Dali rested this way too.

Ji Dong suddenly sat up, and started to talk about 

Ji Xi again.

“Just hear me out; I have to talk about it.” Ji Dong 

said.

“Go ahead, I’m listening; I’m not asleep.” Meng 

Dali said.

“I’m this close to killing Ji Xi!” Ji Dong said.

“Now, don’t get angry.” Meng Dali said.

Ji Dong asked whether or not Meng Dali had seen 

the kind of metal whistles that PE teachers often used, 

the ones with a piercing sound that you couldn’t help 

but hear even if you were very far away.

“Brighter than this.” Ji Dong let off a whistle.

Meng Dali looked to the side at those young men, 

all covered in sweat, every muscle gleaming.

Ji Dong let off another whistle, his lower lip re-

tracted and upper lip almost covering the lower. Only 

this way could he let off such a bright whistle.

“It’s way too shrill.” Ji Dong said.

Meng Dali said that the baths were resonant, so 

they could amplify any sound.

Siiii – Ji Dong whistled once more.

Meng Dali looked over there again. Those young 

men were looking this way. One of them smiled quick-

ly at Meng Dali – those teeth were so white.

“You have no idea how on edge I am.” Ji Dong 

said.

Meng Dali looked at Ji Dong, not understanding 

what he meant.

“If things go on like this, dealing with Ji Xi may 

kill me.” Ji Dong said.

“It’ll get better after a while.” Meng Dali said.

“He keeps me on edge all the time. You don’t 

know: the past few days, this chicken-foot Ji Xi has 

been keeping the hallway door open.” Ji Dong said. “If 

some lowlife bursts in, what will he do?”

Meng Dali opened his eyes, grasping the severity 

of this kind of thing.

“Guess what Ji Xi said. Ji Xi said it was just for air 

flow – this chicken-foot!”

“And he’s not afraid to keep the door open.” Meng 

Dali said.

“Right – this idiot chicken-foot.” Ji Dong said. 

“What if a lowlife really came in – what would he do?”

Meng Dali suddenly laughed. He poured a hand-

ful of water on himself, and then another.

Ji Dong asked what he was laughing at – “You 

can’t laugh about this! The problem is that he’s all 



 PATHLIGHT  /   No.3 201676

alone over there.”

Meng Dali said who can’t laugh about it? If a 

lowlife burst in, maybe the person to be frightened 

wouldn’t be Ji Xi, maybe it would be the lowlife! 

When Meng Dali said this, Ji Dong laughed along 

with him. That hand Ji Xi always kept in front of his 

chest really looked so much like a chicken foot and 

was so ugly.

“The thing is, Ji Xi doesn’t have anything valu-

able.” Meng Dali said, “So don’t worry.”

“How can I not worry? He’s all alone. If my moth-

er were still alive it would be different, but if some-

thing happens to him, what will people say? They’ll 

say as soon as his mother died, Ji Xi was finished.” 

Ji Dong looked at Meng Dali; Meng Dali’s nose was 

covered in sweat. “The thing is, Ji Xi himself is the 

only one in that house. I can’t move in with him – I 

have a wife and child. If something really happens to 

him, no one would know. And he absolutely refuses to 

use the phone. Particularly at night, even though he’s 

all alone.” Ji Dong said that the telephone hadn’t been 

broken after all and that it had been reconnected. But 

chicken-foot Ji Xi just wouldn’t call. The thing was, if 

he kept making people worry this way, even the best 

people would want to kill him.

“The thing is, I’m really worried something will 

happen to him at night, like a person breaking in or 

something.” Ji Dong looked at Meng Dali.

Meng Dali looked at Ji Dong. He wasn’t sure what 

to say.

Siii –  Ji Dong whistled again.

Meng Dali said: “How many times have you done 

that now?”

“You’ve seen those whistles, haven’t you? The 

metal ones?” Ji Dong said: “The kind of whistle all the 

PE teachers use.” Ji Dong rushed into talking about Ji 

Xi’s problems again: “So, I bought him a whistle.”

Meng Dali grew interested. He sat up, wanting to 

know how Ji Dong came to buying a whistle for Ji Xi.

“You bought Ji Xi a whistle?” Meng Dali said.

“One of those metal whistles.” Ji Dong said.

“What did you buy a whistle for?” Meng Dali said.

“If there’s a problem, I’ll know as soon as Ji Xi 

whistles. After all, he refuses to call.” Ji Dong said.

“That’s a good idea.” Meng Dali said.

“It doesn’t seem like such a good idea now! It’s 

terrible! It’s so terrible!” Ji Dong said.

At this point the server came; he had two cups of 

tea in his hands, but Ji Dong said he wanted to drink 

beer. This bathhouse was the kind that would let peo-

ple drink in the baths; the server turned, went to get 

the beer, and was back with it in a minute.

“It’s terrible!” Ji Dong said. “It’s all because of this 

chicken-foot Ji Xi. Now all I hear is the sound of a 

whistle.”

“You haven’t gotten enough sleep.” Meng Dali 

said.

Ji Dong closed his eyes, “It’s no good. There, I 

hear it again.”

“It’s just your imagination, right?” Meng Dali said.

“It starts as soon as I close my eyes.” Ji Dong said.

“You honestly just haven’t slept enough.” Meng 

Dali said.

Ji Dong reached for a beer and took a swig. He 

raised it towards Meng Dali and said: “Will you listen 

or not?”

“Should I record it this time?” Meng Dali said 

with a smile.

“You watch out – I’ll post those photos of you all 

over.” Ji Dong said.

“Go on, go on. I’m listening.” Meng Dali laughed, 

remembering those photos.

“It’s terrible!” Ji Dong said, How is it that this 

chicken-foot Ji Xi is in my life. And he’s my own 

brother! Our acquaintances all thought he died years 
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ago. When he was seven or eight, our father wanted Ji 

Xi to practice walking, and it was only from this bed to 

that one. And, you know, the room Ji Xi and I lived in 

wasn’t big. There was a bed on either side and between 

the beds there wasn’t even three meters of space. At 

the time, he slept on one bed, I slept on the other. Ji 

Xi practiced a really long time, walking from this bed 

to that one, but really, it wasn’t walking; it was more 

staggering from this bed to that bed, and then stagger-

ing from that bed back to this bed. It was so annoying 

– badunk, badunk, badunk – badunk, badunk, badunk – So 

annoying. But in the end Ji Xi actually gave up. We all 

understood – he would never be able to walk. It wasn’t 

a matter of practice, he just wasn’t able to stand up 

and walk. He never will. So there were the two of us 

brothers. Later after I got married, only Ji Xi and my 

mother lived in our home. Then our mother, as you 

know, died not long ago, and now Ji Xi is the only one 

left in that empty house. When Mother was dying, she 

said to me, “Don’t cast Ji Xi aside and ignore him.” 

Mother also said: “Both of you brothers are my sons. 

You know how you ought to treat Ji Xi; make sure he 

lives!” When she said this, Mother was lying on her 

bed sewing laces onto a pair of Ji Xi’s shoes because no 

matter what kind of shoes he wore, they would always 

fall off, so as soon as she bought a pair of shoes, she’d 

also sew on two laces. Let me tell you, in all those 

years, the first thing my mother did every day was to 

put on Ji Xi’s shoes, and then tie those two laces up 

tight. To this day, Ji Xi still can't tie his shoes; he just 

never learned how! Now every day when he gets up, 

after he puts on his clothes, he just sits there, waiting 

for me to go over and tie his shoes. If I don’t, he just 

sits there all day – the shit machine!

“Well, make him learn. Tying shoe laces is so 

easy.” Meng Dali said.

“Stinker Ji Xi!” Ji Dong said: “He said if he 

learned to do everything, I wouldn’t take care of him 

anymore.”

“So he just won’t learn?” Meng Dali couldn’t help 

laughing.

“Fuck, I really wish something would happen.” Ji 

Dong said.

“Drink up.” Meng Dali said, and raised his glass.

“The thing is, lots of perfectly healthy people pass 

on to another world.” Ji Dong said.

“Getting up early doesn’t mean you’re healthy.” 

Meng Dali said.

“Lots of useful people also pass on to another 

world.” Dong Ji continued.

Meng Dali looked at Ji Dong, he knew Ji Dong 

was a little drunk; Ji Dong couldn’t handle alcohol 

very well. It was impossible for Meng Dali not to know 

about Ji Dong’s family, because they were very close 

friends. Meng Dali knew the apartment Ji Xi currently 

lived in was right next to the city wall, so you could 

only see the sun after ten in the morning. Ji Dong 

had bought the apartment for Ji Xi and their mother. 

At the time, Ji Dong had still had some resources and 

could scrape together the money. The apartment was 

on the first f loor, with two bedrooms. There was no 

need to climb stairs. So, whenever Ji Xi sat on the 

porch he could look at the flowers blooming outside. 

All he could see outside were those hollyhocks that 

grew everywhere without people planting them. These 

kinds of flowers grew very, very tall, and bloomed in 

many colors: white, pink, purple, red; the best look-

ing were purple in the center with white petals. Ji Xi 

always sat there looking at these flowers, but he only 

looked at the tops of the flowers because these flowers 

could really grow – as tall as a person – which is why 

he could see them. Apart from this, he didn’t see much 

else. He was actually reluctant to see anything else, 

even willing not to see anything else. He would count 

the flowers to himself: one opened, one withered, one 

opened, one withered. Sometimes he would see spar-
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rows, sparrows f lying back and forth, landing on the 

hollyhocks and pecking at the flowers. He would make 

a shoo shoo sound from inside the porch, he wanted to 

scare off those flower-pecking sparrows and the sound 

that he yelled would turn from shoo shoo to a loud Go! 

Go! He would also move the hand that was always in 

front of his chest. When that hand did not move it 

looked so much like a damn chicken foot. But those 

sparrows didn’t pay any attention to him; the spar-

rows didn’t even know Ji Xi existed. All Ji Xi did every 

day was sit there and wait for Ji Dong to bring him 

food. The only change after his mother died was that 

Ji Dong was the one who brought food every day. Ji 

Dong lived in the building just in front. Meng Dali 

also knew that Ji Dong had just recently found a job 

delivering packages, so he was very busy, but Ji Xi re-

ally did not care whether Ji Dong was busy or not. 

Additionally, Ji Xi would get angry for no reason. This 

was the most aggravating thing for Ji Dong; Ji Dong 

thought he should be the one who gets to be angry for 

no reason, not Ji Xi. Ji Xi had absolutely no right to 

get angry – did people like him have the right to get 

angry? But Ji Xi was always angry. That day Ji Xi was 

upset again, because Ji Dong brought a person over. Ji 

Dong planned to have a telephone installed for Ji Xi.

Ji Dong said to Ji Xi: “This will be more conve-

nient; if you have any problems you can call and I’ll 

come over.”

That day Ji Dong’s wife had come too.

“I don’t want it!”

They didn’t expect Ji Xi to fly into a rage.

Even the repairman was a little surprised. He 

didn’t understand why the strange creature sitting 

there was so furious.

“Install a telephone – it’s convenient if you need 

something.” Ji Dong said to Ji Xi.

“This is the number – it’s easy to learn.” His wife 

said to Ji Xi.

Ji Xi did not speak again. That hand, unmoving in 

front of his chest, really looked like a fucking chicken 

foot.

“Things would be much easier with a phone,” Ji 

Dong said.

Ji Xi did not speak, that hand still in front of his 

chest, the chicken foot.

“You can call any time of the day; I’ll come right 

over.” Ji Dong tried to stay calm.

“It’s this number. Very easy to remember,” his wife 

added.

Ji Xi still did not speak. Ji Dong turned away,

“Fuck!” Ji Dong raised his hand – then a slamming 

noise.

Meng Dali also knew that the same repairman 

went a different day to install a telephone at Ji Xi’s. 

The telephone was right at the night stand at the head 

of Ji Xi’s bed; Ji Xi could reach it while lying on his 

bed. Meng Dali also knew that after Ji Dong’s mother 

died, Ji Dong went to Ji Xi’s two or three times every 

day: in the morning to open the windows; at midday 

to bring over food; and at night to close the windows. 

This small city was far to the north, and when spring 

came there were often strong yellow winds. Now 

people usually called these winds “sandstorms.” And 

that particular day a sudden sandstorm had blown in 

fiercely. Where does wind come from? And where 

does it go? No one wants to know, and no one cares 

– when a sandstorm comes, what people should care 

the most about is closing the windows tightly. Ji Xi sat 

there, listening to the howling wind, looking at the 

windows Ji Dong had opened that morning blowing 

open and shut, open and shut, but he sat there motion-

less, that hand in front of his chest motionless too. He 

could have used the stool that had supported him from 

when he was a child to go over and close the window. 

That stool was his walking support. If that stool were 

not there, Ji Xi would not have been able to move. He 
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could have leaned on the stool to go over and close the 

window. This would have been easy for him. He only 

had to move, and he could have closed the eastern and 

western windows in the room, but he did not move. 

He sat there and did not move. The sandstorm was 

strong, and it blew dirt and sand in from the outside. 

This sand flown in from who knows where landed on 

the table, landed on the bed, landed on the dresser, 

landed on every corner of that level of the house; as if 

it were a kind of art, the sand landed finely and evenly, 

so that everything in the room changed color. This 

included Ji Xi’s head and face; through the work of the 

sandstorm, Ji Xi had become an earthen man. But Ji Xi 

sat there motionless. He could go close the window, 

but he did not move. He could have made a phone 

call, and had Ji Dong come and clean up everything, 

but he did not. He just sat like that, sitting, sitting un-

til Ji Dong appeared.

When he came in the door, Ji Dong used his hands 

to pat his own head. Then he stood there in shock, 

and then he flew into a rage. The day’s sandstorm had 

completely changed the appearance of the house. Ji 

Dong looked that earthen man Ji Xi.

“Why didn’t you close the window! Are you dead 

or alive!” Ji Dong said loudly.

“I was afraid I would break the window.” Ji Xi said.

“Then why didn’t you call and have me come and 

close it?” Ji Dong said.

“I don’t know how to.” Ji Xi said.

“Are there still people who can’t make a phone 

call?” Ji Dong was stupefied.

“You trash! You corpse! You shit-machine!” Ji 
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Dong spat out. Ji Dong had told Meng Dali that 

when their father was alive he would talk about Ji Xi 

this way. Ji Dong said there wasn’t a better word for 

Ji Xi than “shit-machine.” Ji Dong repeated it several 

times: “Shit-machine! Shit-machine! Shit-machine! 

You shit-machine!” Afterwards, when Ji Dong told this 

story to quite a few people in different places, many 

of them asked whether or not Ji Xi was mentally ill. 

He could close the window, but he didn’t, letting the 

sand blow straight into the house. What was he think-

ing? He could make a phone call, but didn’t. What 

was he thinking? Ji Dong was really very upset about 

the whole thing and always worried about what would 

happen at Ji Xi’s. His mother was gone, and after all Ji 

Xi was all alone.

As a result, not long after, the upstairs neigh-

bor’s bathroom faucet had broken, so that the water 

slowly came out and f looded Ji Xi’s apartment. First 

the water seeped out from the ceiling, then it slowly 

flowed down, at first just around the edges of the ceil-

ing. Then it was the seams of the ceiling too. Ji Xi sat 

there, motionless, that hand motionless too in front 

of his chest. When that hand was motionless, it was as 

if the muscles had been pulled out: the thumb point-

ing up, the other four fingers pointing down; at first 

glance, it looked like a rake or something like that, but 

really it was more like a chicken foot. Ji Xi, perfectly 

motionless, watched the water flow down from above. 

Occasionally uttering ah – and then occasionally an-

other ah. When he said ah, his body shivered. It went 

on until the water flowed out of the house, flowed into 

the courtyard, flowed to down to the green post-office 

box outside. This incident almost drove Ji Dong crazy. 

Ji Dong asked Ji Xi loudly why he didn’t call. If he had 

called it wouldn’t be like this.

Ji Dong cursed furiously; Ji Xi was cursed furi-

ously. Ji Xi suddenly said loudly to Ji Dong:

“If I had called, you wouldn’t have come!”

“What are you saying?” Ji Dong said.

“If there’s a problem, you can make a call and the 

problem is fixed!” Ji Xi said.

“What are you talking about?” Ji Dong said.

“If I call, you wouldn’t come over!” Ji Xi seemed 

even angrier than Ji Dong, and he seemed very agi-

tated: the hand in front of his chest was trembling.

“Say that again!” Ji Dong said.

“You can dream on!” Ji Xi said again loudly.

Ji Dong looked at Ji Xi, and he really wanted to 

punch him, but Ji Dong had only fought with Ji Xi 

when they were young. They had not fought again 

since they had grown up. Crazed with anger, Ji Dong 

suddenly leapt up, yanked out the telephone cable, 

lifted the telephone above his head, and smashed it on 

the bed. Then he went to deliver his packages. That 

day he worked late into the night; several packages had 

been delivered to the wrong place.

“Listen to what I’m saying.” Ji Dong said to Meng 

Dali. “I really wish something would happen, that 

something would happen.”

“Don’t think that way.” Meng Dali patted Ji Dong 

on the shoulder.

“It would be good for something to happen.” Ji 

Dong said. “Then this can all end.”

“Don’t think that way.” Meng Dali said. “People 

all go through times like these.”

“Sooner or later I’m going to kill that chicken 

foot.” Ji Dong said.

“You want another bottle?” Meng Dali said. “I 

think you want another.”

Meng Dali called the server. All the servers here 

were old, but their steps were light.

Meng Dali always came to this big bathhouse 

with Ji Dong. It offered its guests alcohol and a buffet. 

Although, this big bathhouse had all kinds of people; 

there was even one time when someone put his hand 
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out towards Ji Dong under the water, out to a place 

it shouldn’t go, and Ji Dong got erect right away. 

That day there were also people singing loudly on the 

sides, and that sound was so shrill it could scare you; it 

wasn’t at all pleasant, just shrill.

“I really hope something happens.” Ji Dong said 

again.

Meng Dali couldn’t find anything to say. The beer 

arrived, so Meng Dali took a drink, and Ji Dong drank 

with him.

“I just can’t guard him all day.” Ji Dong said.

“Anyone can understand that. Even if he were 

your father, you still wouldn’t. You have to work.” 

Meng Dali said.

“The thing is Ji Xi wants someone to look after 

him all day.” Ji Dong said.

Meng Dali looked at Ji Dong, and thought that Ji 

Dong was really pitiful. “If Ji Xi thinks that, he must 

really be deranged.”

“He does have mental problems.” Ji Dong said. 

“He refused to call me because he was afraid that if it 

was something that could be fixed over the phone, I 

wouldn’t go – look at how stupid this guy is!” Ji Dong 

went on to say:

“This chicken-foot idiot! Chicken-foot idiot!”

The two laughed together. Meng Dali looked at Ji 

Dong: “You really should get a good night’s sleep.”

The thing is, before Ji Dong could sleep, Meng 

Dali had drifted off. Ji Dong and Meng Dali were both 

used to going to the rest hall to lie down for a while 

after bathing, and after a rest would go for a rubdown. 

Ji Dong had the server give him another bottle of beer; 

Ji Dong drank a mouthful and then pushed Meng Dali 

awake.

“You fell asleep just like that.” Ji Dong said.

“I didn’t sleep. Go ahead.” Meng Dali vaguely 

knew Ji Dong had ordered another bottle of beer.

“That chicken-foot idiot. Do you know, he hid that 

whistle somewhere? Do you know that chicken-foot 

idiot Ji Xi blew that whistle all night – just see if I don’t 

take his whistle! But I don’t know where he hid it.”

Meng Dali opened his eyes. He still held his bottle 

in his hand and there was a little less than half left. 

Meng Dali drank a mouthful and said: “This chicken-

foot Ji Xi of yours is really quite a trouble-maker.”

“He doesn’t whistle during the day. He whistles 

around midnight.” Ji Dong said he had a fright when 

he heard Ji Xi’s whistle just as he was falling asleep; 

he thought someone had broken in, so he threw on 

his clothes and went to Ji Xi’s. This was the first time. 

Sometime after two a.m., chicken-foot Ji Xi blew the 

whistle again, and this time he frightened Ji Dong 

even more. Ji Dong thought there someone must al-

ready have a knife to Ji Xi’s neck. Ji Dong threw on his 

clothes again, but when he went to Ji Xi’s, he didn’t 

expect that chicken-foot Ji Xi would be angrier than 

he was: “Who whistled? Who whistled? Who let off a 

whistle?” This really made Ji Dong furious. The next 

time he heard the whistle it was almost light. Ji Dong’s 

wife asked how she hadn’t heard it. “You’ve been at it 

the whole night.” Ji Dong’s wife said he couldn’t go on 

like this.

“Did Ji Xi whistle or not?” Meng Dali said.

Ji Dong finished off the little beer left in his bottle 

and decided to have another.

“I really hope something happens.” Ji Dong said. 

He waved his hand over there, and the server came 

over frowning; he knew this whistler had had about 

enough to drink, unless he was an expert drunkard. 

No one drinks like this in a bath house.
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I

Twice Departed
By Ma Xiaotao

两次别离

1 

t was spring, and rain fell lightly in the even-

ing. On a list of all-time best spring days in Be-

ijing this one would doubtless have been near 

the top. A fitting and restrained shower was so 

much better than an unruly wind – it did wonders to 

refresh the mind and cleanse the soul. Whatever the 

case, it could hardly be described as a normal day for 

Xie Diandian – in fact, to be completely accurate, you 

might call it a most ab-normal day. 

As she walked out of her office, her face felt slack. 

She hadn’t been getting enough sleep, leaving herself 

utterly exhausted come evening – and today was no 

exception. It was in this habitual haze of inattention, 

however, that she suddenly awoke to a clear and pre-

sent danger, as if she was under attack. 

Having swiveled into position, her eyes locked 

into place. If she had been a cat, intuition would have 

instantly commanded every last strand of fur to atten-

tion, without a single, solitary exception. 

He stood opposite her, holding a yellow umbrella 

with a duck for a handle. Xie Diandian recognized 

both immediately. It was Zhu Yang. 

It’s really him. 

She felt as if she’d been swept into a state that was 

vague and undefined, with equal possibility of turn-

ing into a dream or a nightmare. It was a quiet, furtive 

feeling that left her unsure if her feet were still planted 

on the sidewalk. 

“Diandian.” After a year’s absence, Zhu Yang’s 

voice was as familiar as ever. He hadn’t gained or lost 

any weight, either – it’d only been a year, even though 

it seemed like they’d been apart a lifetime, and noth-

ing in his appearance indicated the passage of time. 

“Huh?” Xie Diandian said, revealing her shock 

and surprise, and even a little terror. Agitation had sto-

len away her ability to form sentences. Infrequent as 

these moments are, there are times when words really 

do fail us completely. 

“I—” 

“You…” Xie Diandian said, cutting Zhu Yang 

short with another monosyllabic reply. Maybe she re-

ally had lost the ability to construct meaningful sen-

tences. 

2 

Xie Diandian and Zhu Yang had met at Jin Yan’s 

wedding. She was a bridesmaid, and to be honest, Zhu 

Yang hadn’t made much of an impression at the time. 

So, to be completely accurate, Zhu Yang had met 

Xie Diandian at Jin Yan’s wedding, but Xie Diandian 

hadn’t met Zhu Yang until later, when they were set up 

on what could only be described as an awkward blind 

date. 

Zhu Yang had been a classmate of Jin Yan’s hus-

band in college, but only that, never friends really. 

He’d only gone to the wedding because he’d been 

invited and didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings – he 

certainly hadn’t expected to run into a radiant and cap-

tivating bridesmaid like Xie Diandian. To say she was 

“radiant and captivating”, was of course something 

of an exaggeration, but any man after a certain age is 
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bound to lay it on a little thick when he becomes the 

boyfriend of a good-looking woman he’s just met – 

for the sake of both pleasing his lady love, and lending 

their first meeting a little more grandeur. 

Zhu Yang communicated his feelings to Jin Yan’s 

husband, who in turn gave his wife an honest appraisal 

of Zhu Yang, as best he could. Satisfied that Zhu Yang 

was, at the very least, dependable, she let Xie Diandian 

know that a certain someone from the wedding was 

interested. 

Xie Diandian, however, was indecisive. On the 

one hand, she drew a complete blank when she tried 

to recall anyone particularly striking from Jin Yan’s 

husband’s classmates’ table. On the other hand, it had 

been a long time since her last relationship. 

“If you can’t shoot the moon you might as well 

settle for a star,” Jin Yan said. “Besides, it’s just dinner, 

what’s the worst that could happen?” 

At their official introduction, Jin Yan and her 

husband showed up only brief ly, making up a rather 

lame excuse just like people did on TV: We’ve got 

something to take care of, got to run. And so, smiling 

mischievously but leaving Zhu Yang and Xie Diandian 

red-faced with embarrassment, they excused them-

selves. 

Zhu Yang raised his teacup over and over again, 

taking a drink, setting it down, and then raising it 

again. Clearly, the teacup had become a nervous tic for 

him, a sort of I’m doing something, I’m drinking tea. It’d 

taken all of his courage to ask her out – in a million 

years he wouldn’t have expected her to actually say yes. 

Even before arriving he’d already being thinking about 

running away. Date secured, his courage had returned 

to its normal levels, leaving him at a loss to handle 

an encounter with the objective so clearly delineated 

from the outset. 

In hindsight, both of them were left with the same 

impression of their first meeting, namely, that neither 

of them had much to say. Whatever they had talked 

about, it wasn’t particularly memorable. 

Xie Diandian certainly didn’t learn much about 

Zhu Yang from watching him eat. All she could tell 

was that he was slow, orderly and reserved. Although 

he didn’t offer her much in the way of surprises, he 

didn’t scare her off either. It was like getting a mark of 

70 percent – not bad enough to prompt even the worst 

tempered of students to tear up the test. 

One day followed the next, and their relationship 

began to turn into something more serious. “One day 

followed the next” really is a terrifying turn of phrase, 

because it so very rarely refers to something literally 

taking place over one day and the next. Rather, it con-

ceals a success born of long effort and sustained persis-

tence, like drops of water wearing their way through 

stone. 

Xie Diandian and Zhu Yang had eaten dinner to-

gether five or six times, drank tea together four or five 

times, and seen three or four movies before becoming, 

for all intents and purposes, a couple. 

After that everything went like it always did: he 

started picking her up after work, and she became the 

model caregiver, asking after this and that. There were 

gifts for birthdays and anniversaries, and before going 

to bed every night they would text each other good-

night. Despite the lack of novelty, the two of them 

threw themselves enthusiastically and wholeheartedly 

into the new relationship. 

Only sometimes Xie Diandian felt a little put off, 
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wondering how she could have settled for someone 

so boring when so many other more exciting choices 

should have been hers for the asking. He didn’t smoke, 

didn’t drink, didn’t stay up until all hours, and his af-

fection was lukewarm. You didn’t have to spend much 

time with him to realize he was trustworthy and set 

in his ways, always choosing the safest solution to any 

problem. 

But it was all just a bit dull. He had arrived at the 

calm of middle-age with none of the impatience or 

nervous energy of youth. 

But no, to say he was boring was to overlook one 

detail. He had a particular quirk: no matter where he 

went, he always carried peanut butter. He was totally 

addicted to the stuff and would become restless and 

agitated if he didn’t have it with at least one meal a 

day. It didn’t bother her when he was just spreading 

it on bread, but after seeing him use peanut butter as 

a dip for broccoli, a sauce for fish, and even a rub for 

steak she really couldn’t take it anymore. 

It was like he was trying to hide or ban all other 

tastes, leaving Zhu Yang with one single flavor to rule 

them all. He didn’t care what he ate – as long as he 

had his peanut butter everything tasted great to him. 

Sometimes she’d jokingly call him “Mr. Peanut”, be-

cause she was sure he’d turn into one sooner or later. 

And so Xie Diandian got ready to marry Mr. Pea-

nut. It wasn’t the blaze of passionate love that com-

pelled her, but more the sense that having arrived at 

the appropriate age, she shouldn’t be so picky and put 

things off until it was too late. As she approached thir-

ty, she realized that she’d already long since accepted 

the logic of making do. What was so great about love, 

anyways? She’d taken love seriously before but now 

she was tired and burnt out. 

For his part, Zhu Yang was always leaving Xie 

Diandian little hints that they were headed towards 

a quiet wedding, with her in white muslin and him 

in a suit. He never said as such in so many words, of 

course, instead propping the door of possibility open 

with comments that couldn’t be interpreted any other 

way – like what kind of home they’d buy together, or 

the kind of education their son should get. They were 

like two peas in a pod, the two of them, an old married 

couple. 

3 

“So what you’re saying is, we’ve already broken 

up?” Zhu Yang said, speaking slowly and mechanically. 

She had never seen him get f lustered or uncomfort-

able, no matter how pressed he might be. 

“Are you trying to say the break-up was my idea?” 

Xie Diandian said, brimming with bile. In her mind 

she’d already picked up the f lower vase on the table 

and smashed it over Zhu Yang’s head. 

They were sitting in a small Western-style cafe not 

far from Xie Diandian’s office. They’d come here of-

ten back when they were dating. She hated how phony 

the place looked – one wall was covered in haphazard 

graffiti and the other in uninspired handwritten notes. 

Invariably, on each table, day or night, you’d find a lit 

candle, and the menu was always the same tired com-

bination of East and West: spaghetti and fried rice, 

with the odd special like “Polish” salad or “Bavarian” 

cutlet. They’d come here out of convenience – it was 

only a short walk from her office, and the prices were 

okay. It was a budget restaurant perfectly suited to 

their budget romance. 

The fish were new, though. In the owner’s latest 
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attempt at originality, a fishbowl had been placed on 

every table, each with a single, lonely fish inside. 

“There didn’t used to be fish,” Zhu Yang said, not 

sure if he was just trying to make conversation, or if he 

actually meant something by it. 

“Quit stalling. And don’t bother with any of that 

‘yesterday was yesterday but today is today’ business 

either. Do you have any idea how hard the last year 

has been on me? I was so mad I could’ve strangled 

you. You were gone, just like that. 

“I really did strangle you, you know? Over and 

over in my head, telling myself you didn’t run away. 

Eventually I convinced myself that I’d killed you. All 

I ever wanted was normal, like everybody else. I never 

looked for the limelight, and I didn’t want it, either. 

“When I was a kid I never raised my hand to give 

the answer – but if you asked me I always knew what 

it was. I’ve never been class monitor, even though my 

grades were good, so they were always asking me to. 

“Dating – well, once upon a time I thought I 

might like to marry a prince, but I gave that idea up a 

long time ago. I never thought about dying for love by 

throwing myself into the grave of my lover, or drink-

ing poison. What I always wanted was domestic bliss, 

pure and simple. 

“And even if I did want someone to ‘rock my 

world’ I wouldn’t have had to date you for that! You 

were really clever, pretending to be a boring old 

homebody. I thought you were reliable, that you had 

your feet planted on the ground – that’s the whole rea-

son I went out with you! 

“Only by the time I find out you’re – you’re a roll-

ercoaster, with your head up in the clouds, I’m already 

in mid-air without anyone to catch me. And there’s an 

audience watching me, too!” 

Xie Diandian was speaking so fast her words 

sounded like lines from a play. 

“Do you have any idea what my life’s been like for 

the past year? People have been paying attention to 

me, a real first for me, and it all started after you dis-

appeared. You and me might be over, but people still 

know who I am thanks to you! 

“I really almost went nuts. If I walk down the 

street and someone looks at me, I think, they know 

what happened, don’t they? Then I start feeling queasy 

and don’t know where to look.” 

“Don’t you want to even ask what the past year’s 

been like for me?” Zhu Yang said. 

“Why the hell should I care what happened to 

you?” Xie Diandian said, glaring at him. “Whatever 

happened, it wasn’t my fault. I wish you were dead be-

cause I have to say, you know what? I have absolutely 

zero, zero interest in knowing how you spent the last 

year.” 

4 

Xie Diandian was a Beijinger, born and raised. 

Despite being single, she’d already moved out of her 

parents’ house. She’d said that she couldn’t live with 

them in their old work-unit-assigned apartment be-

cause it was too far away from her job, but actually Xie 

Diandian was sick and tired of the gossip. 

Their neighbors were all old acquaintances from 

her dad’s work unit so she was always having to smile 

and make nice with them for dad’s sake. The most an-

noying thing, though, was always when they asked, “So, 

what does your boyfriend do?” or “When are we going 
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to get to toast you at your wedding?” and the like. 

She knew they meant well, and it wasn’t like any-

one was trying to tear her down, but she couldn’t help 

feeling uncomfortable. What do you care what my boy-

friend does? And how do you know I’m going to invite you 

to my wedding? But of course she’d just hem and haw 

as all kinds of screwed-up ideas trailed whisper-like in 

the back of her mind. 

Six months after they started dating, Zhu Yang 

began staying over. Xie Diandian had only visited his 

apartment once, although not for a lack of being in-

vited – the place really was that bad. There was really 

no other way to put it. 

His family lived somewhere in the countryside 

up northeast, and even though he’d done his best to 

scrimp and save for a down payment on a condo he 

hadn’t been able to keep up with the red hot real es-

tate market. So there was nothing for it but to keep on 

renting his dingy apartment until his meagre savings 

were about as useful as a cup of water in a burning 
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building. 

Sure, it was better than the place he’d split with 

friends just out of college – now, at least, he had plenty 

of room to spread out. But the furniture and applianc-

es were are all tasteless, utilitarian stuff that belonged 

to the landlord, and it seemed like Zhu Yang was only 

keeping it tidy out of habit. But as he liked to say, “Does 

it really matter? I’m at work all day, so all I do here is 

take showers and sleep.” 

It wasn’t until he was applying for a visa to visit 

Japan that Zhu Yang realized the point of owning a 

home. 

Zhu Yang said that he’d been planning on taking 

the trip to Japan before they met. That’s just how he 

was – everything according to plan, right or wrong. 

That’s what she supposed, at least. How else could he 

have asked for time off from work and planned the trip 

without even stopping to think about me? 

The idea of Zhu Yang going on a trip to Japan 

alone (only having just said goodbye to his days of sin-

gledom) was so bizarre that at first Xie Diandian just 

assumed he’d been planning it as a big surprise for her. 

“Do we have to go to Japan?” she’d asked, her 

faced flushed with excitement at the news. “Why not 

another country? And why didn’t you bring it up ear-

lier?” 

“Oh. Diandian, you want to go too?” Zhu Yang 

said. He seemed surprised to see her taking the initia-

tive for once. For Zhu Yang, travel was like a reloca-

tion – something that was simply impossible to im-

agine deciding to do on the drop of a hat. Like many 

things that might have seemed easy to do at first, it 

called for painstaking preparation and planning. 

“What are you talking about? If I don’t go then 

who are you taking?” 

“I’m not taking anybody!” 

“What the hell is wrong with you? You’re going 

by yourself?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“So you’re not taking me.” 

Zhu Yang suddenly looked stifled, as if he’d been 

forced into a corner. Pulling on the hem of his shirt, 

he cleared his throat, doing his best to sound confi-

dent: “Of course I’m taking you.” 

What else could he say? 

“So when are we going then?” 

“In three weeks. It has to be at the beginning of 

April or we’ll miss the cherry blossoms and have to 

wait until next year.” 

“Aw. So romantic, all so that we can see the cherry 

blossoms.” 

“Oh, it would be a waste to go anytime else. But 

they only bloom for a short time. After the first week 

or so of March they’re all gone. Oh, but wait – are you 

sure you can get time off from work then?” Despite 

being pleased by Xie Diandian’s enthusiastic response 

to the Japan trip, Zhu Yang was clearly still having 

trouble overcoming his habitual resistance to change. 

Unable to accept that his trip had just become their 

trip, he seemed to be grasping for something to pre-

vent Xie Diandian from leaving Beijing. 

“It’s just a couple of days. Besides, it’s not like 

things have been all that busy at work lately.” 

After inquiring at several travel agencies that han-

dled self-guided trips to Japan, on top of a visit to the 

Japanese embassy, Zhu Yang was sullenly forced to 

give up any notions of visiting Japan without a tour 

leader. The policy hadn’t even been available for Chi-

nese nationals until recently, and it turned out to be 

even harder than getting permission for a self-guided 
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tour of Europe. 

Besides visas from similar countries, guarantee 

letters, and copies of his employer’s business license, 

they also asked for the titles to any property he owned, 

a driver’s license for a private vehicle, certificates of 

deposit from his bank, a copy of his deposit book, and, 

ideally, a copy of his stock portfolio or other demon-

strated investments, and tax returns. In principle, they 

didn’t care if it was personal assets or real estate, but 

whatever the case, you had to prove you had steady 

work and a decent salary – and, of course, that you’d 

been saving some of that money rather than blowing it 

all at the end of the month. 

For Xie Diandian, her home was ironclad proof 

of her wealth, and that plus her previous visas to Eu-

rope meant she wouldn’t have any problem passing the 

interview. Zhu Yang was another story, though, since 

he didn’t have a house, or a car, and he didn’t own 

any stocks. His savings of 250,000 yuan, meanwhile, 

paled in comparison to the various demands for proof 

of financial fitness. And the clock was ticking – if they 

didn’t hurry it would be too late to book even a group 

tour group for March. 

“It’s fine, we’ll just sign up for a tour then,” Xie 

Diandian said. “Since it’s our first trip I suppose there’s 

no harm in getting the lay of the land first. And be-

sides, this way we won’t have to worry about what 

we’re going to eat, or how we’re going to get around. 

Wherever they take us, there we are. We can do a 

more thorough trip later, when we get the chance.” It 

was all the same to her, and she hadn’t been particu-

larly interested in doing a self-guided tour, anyways. 

And so, with Zhu Yang amply prepared and Xie 

Diandian jumping for joy, the two of them set off on 

their trip to Japan, together. 

5 

Time moves in one direction, and our memories resist 

deletion. We can recall the past but remain powerless to 

change it. A cruel truth. 

Xie Diandian stared at Zhu Yang, sitting across 

from her. She had long since gotten used to the idea 

that she would never see him again. But here he was, 

looking right at her without the slightest sign of dis-

comfort. Over the past year she’d replayed that day in 

her head countless times: 

She was in the shower and Zhu Yang was outside, 

shouting, “I’m going out to buy—” 

Later, she would decide that he had said that he 

was going out to buy peanut butter. It was definitely 

four syllables, she was sure of that, and the last syllable 

seemed to have ended in an “er” sound. She even con-

vinced herself that she had heard the word “nut” but 

later admitted that she couldn’t be sure. 

Maybe he was saying “new hair curler” or “tonic 

water” – all she could be sure of was that it was four 

syllables and the last word ended with an “er” sound. 

The dictionary provided endless possibilities, and 

so using a combination of logic and her increasingly 

vague memories, Xie Diandian settled on “peanut but-

ter.” He was cuckoo for the stuff, after all, so what else 

could it have been? Or am I supposed to think that he’d 

gone out in the middle of the night to buy a “gutter scrub-

ber”? 

Whatever those four syllables were, her indiffer-

ence and the noise of the water had drowned them out 

completely, leaving her clueless to the terrible evening 

they foretold. 

Stepping out of the shower, she dried her hair 

with a towel before sitting on the bed to turn on the 
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TV. The language was, of course, completely foreign, 

and even with the occasional Chinese characters ap-

pearing on the screen she still couldn’t make heads or 

tails of it. It looked the same, but it was Japanese. After 

an hour, infomercials took the place of the prime time 

TV shows. Why isn’t he back yet? What in the world could 

be taking so long? 

At eleven, Xie Diandian called the tour leader. A 

young newly-wed from Beijing, she had brought her 

husband and two friends along on the trip. It was an 

obvious abuse of power, and the four of them seemed 

to be enjoying themselves more than anyone else on 

the trip – they were always off taking selfies while the 

rest of the group waited for them back on the bus. 

Most surprising of all, though, was the fact that 

she didn’t speak a word of Japanese. She’d studied 

English, of course, which was good enough for Europe 

and Southeast Asia, but in Japan and Korea she was 

forced to rely on local guides for backup. 

Clearly peeved to have the honeymoon inter-

rupted, the tour leader countered Xie Diandian’s panic 

with obvious impatience. 

“How long as he been gone for then?” 

“More than an hour – almost two hours now.” 

“And you’re sure he doesn’t have any friends here? 

Maybe he went out to meet someone.” 

“I don’t know. I don’t think so, I think – I think 

I heard him say he was going out to buy something,” 

Xie Diandian stammered, not wanting to bother the 

tour leader over something that was probably nothing. 

“Wait a little while longer, okay? Call again if he’s 

still not back in an hour.” 

That was day four of their tour. They’d booked 

the standard Osaka to Tokyo trip, stopping for brief 

visits to Kyoto, Hakone, and other cities along the 

way. There wasn’t any particular reason they’d chosen 

this one rather than a tour going the other way, or to 

other cities – the timing had just happened to work 

out. 

For the first night the tour company had arranged 

a visit to a run-down onsen. After a night’s rest they 

were off the very next day, hurrying along to see the 

sights. Breakfast, then to Yokohama to see what was 

supposed to be the biggest Chinatown in Asia. Then 

it was back on the bus headed to Tokyo, first stop the 

Toyota Museum. 

After lunch most of the group went to Disneyland, 

which was optional, because they had to pay extra for 

it. Of the two dozen or so people on the tour only Xie 

Diandian, Zhu Yang, and another couple decided to 

strike out on their own. 

The two of them spent the afternoon wander-

ing around Omotesandō and Shinjuku. Aside from 

your normal selection of duty-free shops and a two-

hour stop in Ginza, there weren’t any other shopping 

opportunities on the tour itinerary, so this was the 

perfect chance to look around without being rushed 

by the tour leader, or having to worry about making it 

back to the bus on time. 

Even though she knew it was silly, Xie Diandian 

took a picture with the Takashi Murakami pandas in 

the window display of a big brand store. Anybody who 

comes here, she thought to herself, must fall head over 

heels for all this materialism. Maybe that’s why everyone 

works so hard? Xie Diandian would later remember 

Zhu Yang had sighed, saying that, actually, he could 

get used to living like this. 

Xie Diandian remembered all of these little details 

– the streets they walked down, the ramen they ate, 

the sighing. 
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But face to face with Zhu Yang she felt like it had 

all been a lie. Is he a time traveler? How can he be back 

without a single sign that an entire year has passed? 

It was a terrible thing to consider, and she found 

herself imagining that she was warily squaring off with 

a mortal enemy. 

6 

That night had been, without question, the most 

terrifying night of Xie Diandian’s entire life. By mid-

night, Zhu Yang had been gone for three hours. Con-

sumed with worry, she called the tour leader again. 

“Really? He hasn’t come back yet?” she said. Her 

usually bored-sounding voice now had a hard edge to 

it. 

In a snap, she showed up at Xie Diandian’s door in 

pajamas and flip flops. The rush of anxiety seemed to 

have finally short-circuited her narcissism. 

“Have you tried calling his phone?” 

“The networks aren’t the same type here. Since he 

can’t get a signal here anyways, he’s been leaving his 

phone in his suitcase.” 

“So there’s no way for us get in touch with him.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Did he say anything when he left?” 

“I was taking a shower. I think he said he was go-

ing out to go buy something.” 

“And his things are all still here?” 

“It – it seems like it… clothes, laptop, wallet,” Xie 

Diandian said, looking around the room. “Wait,” she 

said. Suddenly remembering those four muff led syl-

lables, she riffled through his suitcase, looking for the 

familiar plastic jar. “I think he took his peanut butter.” 

“What?” The tour leader’s face betrayed disgust 

and shock, but most of all impatience. 

“He took his peanut butter…” 

“Can’t you think of something useful to say? What 

about his passport? Look and see.” 

“But you have our passports, don’t you? You col-

lected them on our way to the hotel today.” 

“Oh, right.” 

Having failed to work out Zhu Yang’s location 

from their short conversation, the tour leader left to 

find the local guide, Mr. Xu. 

About forty years old, Mr. Xu was Taiwanese but 

had been born in Japan. He spoke elegant Mandarin, 

so they didn’t have any trouble explaining what had 

happened. Shocked and dismayed, he asked Xie Dian-

dian more or less the same questions the tour leader 

had just finished asking. In all his years of leading tour 

groups this was a first for him. 

When it came time to file the police report, the 

officer on duty diligently copied down Mr. Xu’s ac-

count. After consulting the logs, the officer told them 

that there hadn’t been any car accidents reported that 

night, or reports of unidentified bodies being found. 

For the time being at least, Zhu Yang’s residence 

in Japan was legal, because even though he didn’t have 

his passport on him, his visa hadn’t expired yet. He 

was still within his rights to travel in Japan, so unless 

he broke the law there was no reason to arrest him. 

After taking down Mr. Xu’s phone number and 

telling them he’d let them know as soon as anything 

came up, the officer politely sent them on their way. 

As they left, the tour leader gave Xie Diandian a 

nasty look and said that they would have to report the 

incident to the embassy in the morning. 

Xie Diandian wanted to cry. She knew that their 

worries and her worries were worlds apart. For them, 
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it was the loathing one feels towards momentary dis-

comfort, but for her it like being rolled across a bed of 

nails. 

Two hours later, her mind continued to race as she 

imagined the scene of Zhu Yang’s bloody end on some 

street corner. She began to wonder if he’d lost his 

mind and decided to abandon everything. 

She became frantic from the waiting. She recalled 

a rainy day when her mother was late picking her up 

from school. After her classmates all went their sepa-

rate ways she walked home along the muddy road in 

the rain wondering if she’d been abandoned. 

When her mother appeared she wanted to run 

into her arms and cry – but instead she pushed her 

away. 

If Zhu Yang ever came back she swore she was go-

ing to do the same thing to him. 

“Why don’t we go downstairs and look around?” 

Mr. Xu suggested. 

It was while getting ready to go out that Xie Di-

andian discovered Zhu Yang had taken the umbrella 

as well as the peanut butter. It was raining outside, but 

they had only brought one umbrella between them – 

the yellow one, with a cute little duck on the handle. 

Xie Diandian crowded under the tour leader’s 

umbrella, and the three of them walked around Shina-

gawa for half an hour. 

Right away Xie Diandian noticed that there was a 

24-hour convenience store on the first floor of the ho-

tel, and a gas station just down the street with its own 

convenience store. If he’d really wanted to buy some-

thing, in the three hours he’d been missing Zhu Yang 

could have been to either one and back over a dozen 

times. She had a bad feeling about it all, and didn’t 

want follow her own line of reasoning any further. 

Maybe he’s lost, or maybe he’s waiting in the room for 

me, wondering where I went! 

“It’s possible of course that he ran away,” the tour 

leader said suddenly after they had been walking for 

twenty minutes. 

“But how could that be? He didn’t take anything. 

Passport, wallet, clothing, laptop – the suitcase in our 

room belongs to him too!” Xie Diandian said, actually 

not at all as sure as she was trying to sound. More than 

anything, she was trying to prevent this half-plausible 

possibility from being corroborated by the tour leader 

or Mr. Xu, who already knew how these kinds of situa-

tions usually turned out. 

“Ms. Xie, people who run away don’t generally 

care about things like that. They won’t be able to use 

their passport anyways. If you’re planning on overstay-

ing your visa your actual passport is the last thing you 

need. 

“I’ve been a guide for five years now and for the 

first three of those years I got by without any runa-

ways. Two years ago, though, I took twenty people on 

a tour of Northern Europe. The first stop was Hel-

sinki, and that night five people ran away. 

“When we got on the bus the next morning there 

wasn’t any sign of them. I had the hotel staff unlock 

their rooms for me. There were cold cups of tea and 

suitcases, but the beds hadn’t been slept in. You didn’t 

have to look twice, because you could tell right away 

that they’d run away. All five of them belonged to a 

chamber of commerce and they even had visas from 

previous visits to the UK and the US, so it’s not like 

you could blame the tour company for being sloppy.” 

“Why didn’t they take their luggage?” 
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“They’d planned it all out from the beginning. 

People were coming to pick them up. Who cares 

about stuff when you can use it to make it look like 

you’ve disappeared?” the tour leader said, dismissing 

Xie Diandian’s nagging thoughts about Zhu Yang’s 

luggage still in their room. 

“The Finnish police said the same thing then, too 

– their visas were valid for the next month, so there 

wasn’t any point doing anything until then.” 

“I have to say though, Mr. Zhu’s situation is a little 

unique. In most cases they run away right after they 

arrive in the country. Sometimes you lose them right 

at the airport, so I think people must plan ahead. And 

usually everybody runs away together. 

“I actually can’t think of any occasions where peo-

ple left someone behind so this situation is…” Mr. Xu 

suddenly trailed off. For once he seemed to be at a loss 

for words. 

“Unusual,” Xie Diandian finished for him, almost 

to herself. 

“You spend four days on a tour… and then you 

leave right before the end without even letting your 

girlfriend know where you’re going? Well, ‘unusual’ 

certainly is one word for it,” Mr. Xu muttered. “Maybe 

he really is lost.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. As far as I’m concerned he’s 

run away for sure. He probably had someone come 

pick him up at the hotel. I bet he’s sound asleep right 

now, while we’re out running around looking for him,” 

the tour leader huffed, looking unhappy. 

“He’s really cut-throat, you know that? He already 

knew he’d be running away, but he figured he might as 

well have some fun for the first couple of days!” 

“Cut-throat?” Mr. Xu asked, clearly puzzled by 

the unfamiliar slang. 

If you were really cut-throat, you’d have stayed a few 

more days before running away, Xie Diandian thought to 

herself. Now that you’ve left me all alone, what are people 

supposed to think of me? She was only guessing at what 

the tour leader was already thinking, of course. 

“Well, most likely he was planning on coming 

to Tokyo anyways, so if he’d run away in Osaka he 

would’ve had to spend money on a train ticket, too,” 

the tour leader concluded, finishing Xie Diandian’s 

train of thought for her. 

When she got back to the room, Zhu Yang wasn’t 

waiting for her in the doorway, of course. 

Unconsciously, Xie Diandian had already come to 

accept the fact that he really had run off. Traces of him 

lingered throughout the room – the Japanese travel 

tips he’d printed off, his things just back from the 

laundry, folded in a neat pile. 

The only thing missing was his peanut butter. So 

it was really true, he’d snuck off with to have a new life 

with his peanut butter, his one and only, leaving his so-

called girlfriend behind. 

If you had been planning on running away, then why 

did you even ask me out? And if you wanted to run away all 

along, why did you agree to bring me with you on your trip? 

The expensive belly chain was on the bed. Zhu 

Yang had insisted on buying it for her at a store in 

Omotesandō that afternoon. She’d only picked it up 

out of curiosity – she didn’t usually like fancy things 

like that. But Zhu Yang had convinced her, saying that 

it suited her and would match that sweater of hers, and 

her skirts too, so she’d be using it all the time. 

Xie Diandian said he didn’t need to waste money 

on f lashy things like that, but Zhu Yang put it on 

his card anyways. After the salesgirl had finished the 

elaborate process of wrapping it up, Zhu Yang pushed 
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the bag into her hands. The moment of being given 

something pretty and expensive is probably something 

all women enjoy, vain or not. 

It’s often said that the purpose of a belly chain is 

to tie a woman down. Zhu, however, had unexpectedly 

turned this old saw on its head – having accidentally 

tied you down, this will be the evening I cut my ties 

with you. 

As a final gift, it wasn’t even that lavish. He wasn’t 

going to be paying back the debt on his Chinese credit card, 

after all, so he might as well buy whatever caught his fancy, 

Xie Diandian thought as she stared at the belly chain. 

The more she thought about it, the more obvi-

ous the signs that’d been getting ready to leave her 

became. The fact that he’d been unusually kind and 

attentive the last few days, for example; or in the after-

noon, when he insisted on taking a picture together, 

using broken English to flag down a passerby, hugging 

her close in front of the camera; or when he said on 

the plane that life would be so much easier if he could 

go away forever and not have to go back to work; or 

the belly chain, or a million other small things he had 

said and done. Little things assume a hair-raising signifi-

cance when viewed in hindsight. 

Having spent the first half of the night worry-

ing about Zhu Yang and the second half playing the 

lead role in a bizarre spectacle, it was hardly surpris-

ing Xie Diandian didn’t feel much like sleeping. She 

was filled with a terrible sense of foreboding that Zhu 

Yang would suddenly come back, armed with a “gut-

ter scrubber” which he’d use to beat her to death right 

then and there. 

If he’s the kind of person who takes a girl on a trip to 

Japan just so that he can disappear in the middle of a night, 

well, then how am I supposed to know he’s not the kind of 

person who’ll come back and kill me, too? A freak like that, 

who takes peanut butter with him wherever he goes? Who 

knows what other perverted stuff he’s been hiding from me! 

The more she thought about it, though, the less 

sense it made, and she was soon crying. She’d felt like 

crying for a long time now, but the tears just hadn’t 

come, and now she couldn’t stop them. 

You can know someone, know their face, without know-

ing their heart. How come I didn’t see through his scam? 

When she thought about it, there was something 

about his face. His features were a little too trustwor-

thy, as if he’d been trying too hard. And for all she 

knew, the whole down-to-earth act was just another 

example of his craftiness. For a nobody, he’d really 

turned out to a somebody, alright – she couldn’t even 

be sure he wasn’t a ghost. 

7 

“Any relationship is doomed from the start. If 

not today, then tomorrow, or the day after tomorrow. 

What difference can two days really make?” Xie Dian-

dian brought her pale hands together. 

“I’ve learned a lot from you, you know. For ex-

ample, I’ve learned that relationships are frail things. 

Your apartment was rented, and there wasn’t any 

point in tracking down your landlord. You’re not from 

Shanghai, and I don’t know the first thing about your 

parents. You left your cellphone with me, so even if 

the call connected then I’d still be talking to myself. 

“How else was I supposed to find you? A message 

in a bottle? MSN, QQ, WeChat, phone calls, and text 

messages – you ignored me and there was nothing 

I could do about it. You didn’t text back, you didn’t 

write back. You even stopped updating your blog. Eve-
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rything just stopped the moment you disappeared. 

“What did you expect me to do? Report you miss-

ing to the police so that I could track down your par-

ents? Is it really possible that they didn’t know where 

you were? But what good would that do? I might as 

well try and sue you for wasting my youth! Besides, 

you were already MIA. Did you really expect me to 

be so shameless that I’d bother wasting more time on 

you?” 

For all her brave words, Zhu Yang’s disappearance 

had completely turned her life upside down. Despite a 

year of searching, without a phone or computer he’d 

completely disappeared into the boundless sea of hu-

manity. And we were supposed to be getting married! 

In an age of hurry and excitement, when the loca-

tions and bodies of strangers are there for the taking, 

they’d convinced themselves that they were going to 

spend the rest of their lives sleeping together in the 

same bed. But it turned out neither had been willing 

to really get inside the other’s head, or take hold of the 

other’s heart. 

“Do you really think I wanted to run away to 

Japan? I haven’t broken any laws, and the cost of liv-

ing there is so crazy it’s not one bit easier than trying 

to survive in Beijing! Didn’t you think for once that 

something might have happened to me?” Zhu Yang 

said, as practical as ever. 

He sounded like an old woman. To hear him talk-

ing about the cost of living and trying to survive in 

Beijing at a time like this really was too much. 

“So what? Couldn’t cut it after a year, so you de-

cided to come home with your tail between your legs? 

Nobody gives a shit about you!” Xie Diandian said, 

laughing. Arguing for the sake of arguing was a reflex 

of hers, something that she’d found to be a surefire 

way to fill awkward silences. 

“When did you become such a bully?” 

“Oh, you don’t know? The old me is long gone. 

I really should thank you – it’s all thanks to you that 

I’ve got such a sorry excuse for a life. I don’t have it in 

me to pretend I’m young and innocent anymore.” She 

paused to glare at him. 

“When you go through hell you learn to act tough. 

If the tables were turned I bet most people would turn 

nasty, too. What outcome were you hoping for? That 

I’d come out of this mess the same happy go-lucky girl 

I used to be?” 

“I got mugged.” 

“And now you’re back, a whole year later. What 

happened? They take your organs and leave you with 

a stomach full of lies?” 

“I lost my memory.” 

“Wait, don’t tell me, abducted by aliens, right? Or 

maybe you went through a time tunnel? Did they give 

you a heart transplant? Why didn’t you get plastic sur-

gery while you were at it?” 

“You know I never lie.” 

“I don’t know. All I know is that no one never lies. 

And besides, you don’t seem to be having much trou-

ble expressing yourself – if you’re going to insist that 

you lost your memory, well. If said you’d lost an arm 

or a leg that’d be one thing. No two ways about that, 

but the problem with going loco is that it doesn’t leave 

any scars, whether you want it to or not.” 

Despite Xie Diandian’s retorts, Zhu Yang kept on 

telling her his version of events: because of the lan-

guage gap he’d taken the peanut butter with him to 

the convenience store. None of the stores had any, so 

he set off to find one that did. 

That was when he got attacked. Because he only 
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had a couple of bills on him the mugger got mad and 

knocked him out. When he came to he was in the 

hospital, his memories a complete blank. For the first 

couple of days nobody even suspected he wasn’t Japa-

nese, since he didn’t have any ID on him and he wasn’t 

talking. 

His father finally managed to bring him back to 

his hometown in the northeast, but his brain was as 

mixed up as ever. Thank God he came across that old 

high school textbook while tidying up his bookshelf. 

After that things slowly started coming together… 

Xie Diandian had to admit that although Zhu 

Yang would have had to have been fantastically un-

lucky for his story to be true, it mostly held together. 

It was a doozy but she couldn’t deny there was a clear 

logical progression: 

If he had passed out, they wouldn’t have had any 

way of knowing that he was Chinese, so no one would 

have reported the incident to the embassy. 

If he lost his memory, then he wouldn’t have re-

membered Xie Diandian even after they’d found a 

translator to confirm that he was Chinese. 

“Okay, then, let’s say I believe you. Is there any-

thing else you want to say?” 

“Just sending a few emails and logging onto MSN 

was enough for you to decide I’d run away?” 

“Are you really going to try to accuse me of some-

thing here? You disappeared in the middle of the night 

with a jar of peanut butter. Everyone thought you’d 

run away. What was I supposed to do? Stay behind in 

Japan washing dishes and working under the table? 

Spend my nights putting up missing person notices? 

Stand on the streets with one of those signs that say 

‘Looking for Long Lost Kin’? 

“Your work said that you hadn’t come back from 

your vacation and that they were looking for you, 

too. They totally blew me off. Plus, right after I got 

back I got the blank postcard you sent me from Mt. 

Fuji. How could I have known, when I watched you 

dropped it in the mailbox with a big grin on your face, 

I was watching you let me know we were really over! 

With everything that happened, could it have been any 

more obvious?” 

“I sent you a blank postcard so that when we got 

back we could enjoy our indescribable happiness to-

gether!” 

“The way things turned out is pretty ‘indescribable’ 

too, if you ask me. Whatever. I can’t win with you, 

and I don’t really care, anyways. Speak Japanese if you 

want, I won’t mind.” 

“So you don’t believe me?” 

“Does it matter? It doesn’t have a goddamn thing 

to do with me.” 

“Are you seeing someone?” 

“No, can you blame me?” 

“So then we could still…” 

“Stop right there,” Xie Diandian said, cutting Zhu 

Yang short. “There’s no ‘us’ anymore. I’m already 

turned off men. Once bitten, twice shy.” 

Xie Diandian didn’t mean to sound so heartless. 

She was answering him on automatic as she attempted 

to process what she was hearing. 

But by now, of course, it didn’t matter if she be-

lieved him or not. It didn’t matter if he’d only come 

back because he couldn’t cut it in Japan, or if things 

had really happened the way he said they did – that 

he was mugged and lost his memory only to spend 

the last year painstakingly piecing everything back 

together. At the end of the day he was too weird to 

be trusted. Xie Diandian was already sick and tired of 
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dealing with weird, and she couldn’t keep on slogging 

through the muck forever. 

If he’s really back from Japan for good, then why the 

hell should I be at his beck and call? What am I, an old 

shoe that he can throw away and pick back up whenever 

he wants? And if he actually lost his memory, how can I be 

sure there won’t be any complications down the road? One 

day he might blow a fuse and forget who I am! 

You’re not the only one for me, so why should I walk 

through a valley of tears for you all over again? Why sub-

mit myself to a trial by fire just to be by your side? Haven’t 

I already suffered enough for you? I’d rather get out while I 

still can than get caught in the jaws of your messed up life. 

8 

The next day, when Xie Diandian got on the bus, 

her eyes swollen from crying, the way everyone looked 

at her it was like she’d been lit up under a spotlight. 

It was obvious they already knew what had happened. 

Even if the tour leader hadn’t told them directly, her 

three travel companions would have spread the word. 

Who cares. Xie Diandian sat down in the middle 

of the two seats, as if trying to encourage herself to 

keep her chin up by ignoring the now empty seat be-

side her. But try as she might, she just couldn’t keep it 

together. 

It was like sitting on pins and needles, and she 

could feel her scalp going numb from everyone trying 

to guess what had happened. If someone else’s boy-

friend had run away, she would have thought the thou-

sands of yuan she’d spent on the tour was more than 

worth the price of admission to watch a crazy story 

like this unfold. 

She’s sitting by herself, her eyes are all swollen – I bet 

she was up all night last night crying! I bet she hardly slept 

a wink! What’s going to happen to her? Almost convinc-

ing herself that she actually was a spectator, she enter-

tained herself with this cruel and unimaginative gossip. 

Apparently the full name of Ueno Park was Ueno 

“Gift of the Emperor” Park. When the bus arrived at 

nine in the morning it was drizzling and the ground 

was covered with cherry blossoms. 

Oblivious, Mr. Xu prattled on, taking the oppor-

tunity to point out Ueno Zoo. When they were finally 

set free Xie Diandian walked over to the convenience 

store near the park gates to buy an umbrella. Damn it, 

if you’re going to run away then run away already. But did 

you really have to take my umbrella with you? 

Holding her brand new green umbrella, she 

walked into the sea of pink blossoms. There were peo-

ple everywhere – tourists, and locals too, leaving foot-

prints on the damp ground, their heads bobbing under 

the delicate branches of the trees. 

The other members of their group had gone on 

ahead, but she could feel them watching her out of the 

corner of their eyes. Ah, here’s a point of interest for our 

tour of the blossoms: wondering how the poor abandoned 

girl will manage to go on. She walked slowly, her heart 

trembling uncontrollably, pretending there was no one 

else around. 

So these are the famed cherry blossoms. A silent multi-

tude, giving off an air of impertinence in spite of their 

elegant color. Some had just opened, while others were 

already withering away. Elevated above the smoke and 

dust of the mundane world, the clustered branches 

were as vague as a maiden’s breath. Minute petals were 

plastered across the moist ground, like oversized rain-

drops. Unbelievably brave, the blossoms seemed like 

they had opened in a most unwelcome place. 
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“Do you want me to take your picture?” Mr. Xu 

said, suddenly behind her. 

Xie Diandian jumped and smiled instinctively. 

“Sure! I already took some in Osaka, but why 

not?” 

She adjusted her scarf and collapsed the umbrella, 

giving her camera to Mr. Xu. Out of habit, she went to 

stand under one of the trees, forcing herself to put on 

a happy smile. 

Although he only took two pictures, both came 

out exceptionally well: with her two inflamed eyes hid-

den under her sunglasses, her smile was warm and in-

viting. Looking at the picture you wouldn’t have had a 

clue about the tumultuous disturbance she found her-

self in. Her smile was like a vow to herself that happy 

days lay ahead. 

Xie Diandian spent the next two days of the tour 

in torment. She’d become a mascot for the whole 

tour – after her travel companion cut out early, her 

every move was attention-worthy. One woman who 

had brought her daughter along gave her chocolate, 

and from her expression Xie Diandian got a sense of 

how pathetic she must seem. The two girls on break 

from university kept sneaking looks at her when they 

thought she wasn’t looking, and she realized that she 

was playing the part of the abandoned lover for them. 

Pitied, laughed at, noticed, she was like the punch-

line to a joke, the coda to a work of performance art, 

something to be recalled over and over again during 

the final days of the trip. 

What was the most difficult of all for her, though, 

wasn’t the sorrow of love lost, but the fury of being 

tricked, of having been made into a fool. Entirely 

unrelated to love, she hated that she had been embar-

rassed. 

She even hoped that Zhu Yang was dead, that he 

had died in front of a crowd, the ground painted with 

his blood and decorated with his brains. It was big, and 

honest, that kind of death, and although it would have 

taken an act of enormous violence to realize, it was 

still vastly preferable to this inner torment – she could 

have thrown herself on his corpse, wept, and it would 

all be over. No one would dare mock that sort of des-

peration. 

Sitting on the bus in between destinations, Xie 

Diandian watched Colonel Sanders, Ronald McDon-

ald, and the black-on-orange of Yoshinoya pass by the 

window, suddenly finding herself strangely attracted to 

these signs. Her honored companion Zhu Yang – if he 

was still alive, no one had seen his face, and if he was 

already dead, no one had found his body. In a foreign 

land, it was all so strange, leaving fast food restaurants 

the sole familiar comfort from her native land. 

She felt estranged from all of humanity, with all of 

those friendly and intimate conversations online sud-

denly seeming shallow and meaningless. It was noth-

ing more than forced social acrobatics, performed in a 

vacuum devoid of feeling. 

9 

“If it wasn’t official already, then I think now we’ve 

really broken up,” Xie Diandian said, chuckling. 

“You’re not going to give me a second chance?” 

“To be honest, I never really loved you, but your 

disappearance almost killed me. It didn’t really have 

anything to do with love. It was more about losing 

face.” 

“But don’t you think I’ve been unlucky enough al-

ready?” 
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“So don’t go dragging me into your unlucky life, 

too! Just forget about me, okay? Zhu Yang, forget your 

summer lover waiting for you by the lakeside. There’s 

no one waiting for you.” 

Xie Diandian cried and cried. It was like watching 

her life flash before her eyes, a great excess of informa-

tion overwhelming the brain in a single instant. 

She recalled the night of his disappearance, her 

anxiety for the remainder of the tour, and the panic 

of returning home alone. It all seemed so unreal, feel-

ings that they’d both supposed would develop into so 

much more, but which in retrospect turned out to be 

so fleeting. 

It was like attending the reading of your parents’ 

final will and testament only to discover you were 

adopted all along – it was a bolt from the blue. She 

didn’t care what he’d been doing in Japan, whether 

it was plastic surgery, illegal arms dealing, a mental 

breakdown, or even the actual unlucky series of events 

he’d described, she didn’t want to have anything to do 

with Zhu Yang. 

Her curiosity had run wild for the better part 

of a year but now, having finally found closure, she 

found herself pulled back into his train wreck of a life. 

Rather than taking the opportunity to ask a lot of silly 

questions, what she needed now was a normal life – it 

simply didn’t matter anymore whether he’d abandoned 

her or not. 

The two of them were silent for a time before Xie 

Diandian got up and left. 

She felt like a cancer survivor, terrified that she 

would inadvertently find herself stricken with some 

new affliction. Dependable and trustworthy Zhu Yang 

had turned out to be nothing more than a f leeting 

dream. 

But no sooner had the thought entered her mind 

than it was forgotten. Walking down the street, she 

wiped the tears from her eyes as a queer sort of happi-

ness welled up from deep inside her. She finally under-

stood. It was a farewell as untroubled as it was final. 

Translated by Nick Stember

Twice Departed _



 PATHLIGHT  /   No.3 2016100

Li Yawei

李亚伟

Li Yawei was born in Chongqing in 1963. He has worked as a middle school teacher in addition to spending time 
in the publishing industry. His poetry collections include Idiotic-Spoiled, Poems of the Porcupine and Red Years, and 
he has won numerous literary prizes.



101 PATHLIGHT  /   No.3 2016

河西走廊抒情

The Hexi Corridor Cycle (excerpted)

1

The massive clans of the Hexi Corridor situate themselves in the past

The old world, where workers labor on the backside of history still

Three Wang brothers, continue to live their fates there, their family harrow

Plowing the moon for an ancestral inheritance

Nobles rotate through work shifts in the bloodstream

Their monumental dynasties already sucked dry by crickets’ politics

The sound of chimes ripple out over their dominion, up into space

I live in my fate, incapable of understanding life, death unfathomable

Occasionally, I live outside of it, live with national interest instead
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2

A man ought to be a politician, enlist in the army, and no matter how poor

 ought to take on a second wife

Live as a Tang man, writing Tang poetry when incarcerated

And after death, burial by history, should focus on blogging in the dirt

In Tang, a well-read and well-travelled man 

Came beyond the Wall with three faeries from the classics 

He appeared in verse and romances, both feats braver than historical fame

But at the mysterious junction of coming and going, loving and not loving  

There is a painful panel keeping inside from outside, bliss from tragedy 

If history cannot move it, science is even more helpless

So then in this world, what ought to be God’s isn’t, and Caesar’s

  is not with Caesar

Only the remorseful understand the secret: when memories of the conjured 

 lover is united to dream

Only then can the partition’s distance within be measured
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3

Starlight of the Yelang Nation shoots westward on the antique map

History is steadying itself by a giant interstellar compass

Can we only slip into another’s fate when we die of lovemaking 

I float beneath humanity’s loam, watching a gargantuan earth sail overhead 

  for antiquity 

Middle Brother Wang wants to go home, that ill-fated one who lives 

  like hired help to his own destiny

He wants to go back to the primordial base of his ancestors, but 

  is the only way back through his woman’s vagina

Ah, the slack life of living until the living is done 

Just like messy drafts of poetry – I see how instantly

The life and death of a man can form a period and gently roll away 

  in the direction of Western Xia
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4
 

The woman in the Hexi Corridor remains in her own Zodiac

The man of her dreams has long put on a western suit, lit up a Marlboro 

  and left this country

The giant claws of Tang are still perusing poetry collections in her attic

To be a lovable woman is your obligation 

To be an unlovable woman is an inescapable obligation

For example, why does the pearl divorce its shell, is it for youth

Moth, cocoon and larva traverse together, is it to accumulate years

Time will shrink the man who went away to a paper form

Just as in Tang, he would ride his horse from the capitol Chang’an for 

  the deep mountains

If this were a traditional ink print, he would be visiting a temple 

He would see a stem of peach blossoms and remember your face last year
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5

The ancient beauties have deceased, the fated lover is not yet found

Their mirrors sparkle in sand dunes of the Hexi Corridor

All the dead beauties, all the beauties who will die

Only reveal their breasts, hooves and red lipstick in literature

When the edges of the universe gradually yellow, ancient 

 empires crouch by sea

Prop up the dreamscapes of the Wang’s beyond the sky

On earth, only passwords memorize themselves  

When wings remember they are bird and crave to transcend the brevity of life

My world is painted black by my ignorance of life and death

The moment the bird remembers it is a swallow, then

It is snowing on the Qilian Mountains; the swallow coasts low before 

  the gate of the People’s Commune
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6

Snowflakes from Mercury drift towards the seam of Eurasia

Siberia opens the world’s most spacious garden 

The Wang brothers, eldest and youngest scurry north, true north

To join the ancestral rank, where they are able to edit time

 rewind to before the encounter

History is waiting for me, I soak in the liquor buzz of life

I am Eldest Brother at times, galloping towards Ganzhou City 

 to become khan

 

Winds hurry, winds go south, to blow through the central plains

The Suo House of Dunhuang, Xin House of Didao, and the Li House of Longxi 

 have all crossed over Huaihe River, vanished

I know the ancients often congregate in the genes of a surname 

Characters who refuse to die, float downstream through family veins

Some of them have arrived, though I won’t say 

Which relative among them I am 
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7

I still haven’t seen myself in history, because history walks before me

I turn to look at the world behind: a primeval snow falls on the Qilian Mountains 

Oh, the snow of Qilian hides all trace of our ancestors 

One season can obscure all vital signs of a mighty dynasty, time can

  quarantine happiness 

But the dog-eared pages of the annals can still be opened for titanic dreams

Fate plays out in high resolution in this dreamscape, I even see 

  the shadow of my former wife

Today, I can admit: she lives outside this world, nevertheless materializes

  in the lives of others 

A peony blooming softly by some bridge in Jiangnan or Saishang 

That year, with her cheeks rouged, she went to Zang City to draw lots:

 is her fate to be a wife or a concubine

The world was chaotic one second, calm the next, but she transcended

 taking form as the Flower-Smitten Butterfly of Song verse
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8

West of Jiayu Pass, spring rain forever missing, a swallow flies 

  in Song verse eternal

Should the swallow desire to fly out of the Song, perch on the present

It would fly over Juyan Lake, into antiquity’s furthest black spot

The black spot would fade before we discern this world, it’d widen into a 

Hollow circle, hang above the sojourner’s head, over the Hexi Corridor

In China, the south, spring rain will fall from on high

In it, I want to see what sort of person has sent me to earth in a drop

How could I tell, now, which drop I am in this storm

The ancestors often tap cigarette ash from the vein of one relative or another

Their wives and concubines have also sent expired signals downstream in time

They sometimes linger in the body of the woman I love 

Wantonly posing beneath her skin, tossing, unsettled, trying to break out
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9

I know politics can make life entertainment 

Politics can achieve, through democracy or revolution

  new manmade mankind

Just like our schools of literature can create batches 

  of single-celled teams from new notions

Yet Eldest Brother wants to go forever north, before internet 

  covers the entire earth

Or rediscover, after internet is gone, his original purpose 

Rediscover the coordinates of his vanishing, find the merry 

  certainties of his past life

I sometimes think that I should follow him over the Qilian Mountains

 go work for Mu Rong House in Dunhuang

In Guazhou City, I rise as an official and strike rich, compose Tang 

  verse for my descendants

But I would rather not know why I must lurk in familial genetics 

Why I haunt Han characters, or pace outside the window of the Xie family 

  widow with the snowy skin

I can live slowly, I have time to materialize, to dematerialize 

I can cancel the incoming moment anytime



 PATHLIGHT  /   No.3 2016110

10
 

Over Wushaoling, Eldest Brother Wang arrives at the Hexi Corridor

 to continue his family line

His forefathers were separated into writers and warriors, foremothers 

  were separated for chaos and calm

Hence, in matrimony, he split his wives into ‘beauty’ and ‘personhood’

Like in the year 1983, I entered society wearing rimmed glasses

  to learn to identify personhood in beauty, and beauty in personhood 

But when I faced beautiful girls, I could see nothing

This is why men fundamentally love women for sex:

If death shrouds life, then love shrouds sex 

And if I wanted to see life and death clearly from afar, wanted to use 

 ancient beauties to hide my modern dolls

Then all the lust and trysts of my youth, all the infatuation and heartbreak

Would have been rooted in theory and not meaningful as guidance 

Now, I am convinced that in a world where life and death 

  obscure each other

The bosoms of women we love ought to be separated further:

  into milk and flesh 

Such a comprehension of life, does it not make me a most modest

 most environmental man!

Translated by Karmia Chan Olutade
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Journey
By Zhang Huiwen

旅途

hat morning she woke around four AM. 

She could already hear people moving 

around in the hallway and the sound of 

low voices, and the faint drone of a ma-

chine from somewhere far away. She guessed that in 

a large white room, the housekeepers were preparing 

to change the sheets and towels… The whole city was 

waking with her in the dark. Then she remembered 

she was in Los Angeles, lying in a hotel in that unfa-

miliar city. 

She tried to think only of her itinerary. At eight, 

they’d be finished with breakfast, and at eight-thirty 

they would check out of the hotel and take a taxi to 

the long-distance bus station somewhere in south LA. 

Nancy had set their itinerary: drive from San Fran-

cisco to LA and spend a few days there, then leave the 

car in a daily lot and take a bus from south LA to Las 

Vegas. Nancy didn’t want to drive the boring Nevada 

highways. She offered to drive, but Nancy said she 

wouldn’t hand her life over to such an easily distracted 

person. 

She couldn’t shake her depression those few days 

in LA, especially in the morning when she first got up. 

She tossed and turned gingerly on her big white bed, 

pain and confusion burning like a ball of fire in her 

chest. She couldn’t fall back asleep, and her sore eyes 

occasionally overf lowed with tears. She felt chilled 

and then suddenly broke out in a sweat. When the 

alarm rang, her traveling companion was still sleeping 

soundly. She got up, exhausted but glad to be done 

with the agony of insomnia. Locking herself in the 

bathroom, she massaged her swollen eyes with cold 

water in front of the mirror, and then put concealer on 

the dark circles. She found a few more white hairs at 

her temples or the crown of her head. She wondered if 

he was suffering too, if when he woke he would think 

of her and her pain, and feel guilty. Then she thought 

he wasn’t suffering. In fact, he was probably feeling re-

lieved. 

She came out of the bathroom, and went to wake 

Nancy. Nancy’s Chinese name was Guo Xiaonan, but 

she liked everyone to call her by her English name. 

She didn’t really understand it, but then, there were a 

lot of things she didn’t understand about Nancy. She 

looked down at Nancy’s face and found that she looked 

like a girl, unlike her usual obstinate, caustic expres-

sion. Nancy seemed to have never suffered from in-

somnia. Her pursed sleeping mouth didn’t even move 

as she snored. Now in the dim light of the bedside 

lamp, her drowsy eyes fluttered open and closed again, 

not wanting to wake. The two of them hadn’t been 

close before this; in fact, she had once looked down on 

Nancy. Now, after everything Nancy had done for her, 

she felt ashamed. 

As Nancy was showering, she pulled the heavy 

outer layer of curtains open and dragged the chair 

from the desk over to the window to sit and wait. 

She knew that even with her makeup on she looked 

exhausted. Through the gauzy white curtains, she 

saw the small garden surrounded by a semi-circle of 

buildings. Wide-needled evergreens grew there, and 

a stream flowed over dark rocks. In one corner, there 

was even a Chinese-style wooden bridge. She stared at 

the scenery impassively, hearing the sound of the wa-
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ter and birds. Waiting like this made a person feel the 

pointlessness of life. Once when she’d been staring off 

into space, Nancy had suddenly walked over and pat-

ted her shoulder, saying, “Ok, ok. You’re not the only 

one with feelings on this earth. You’re not the only 

one suffering.” Nancy’s voice was more indifferent 

than comforting. 

She felt that Nancy was finally growing impatient 

with her depression, and she hoped that when they 

got to Nevada she would feel better. That morning, 

she tried to smile more, to talk more, to force herself 

not to think about what had happened. She noticed 

that the weather was lovely, that the sun was shining 

brightly. 

“I slept really well,” she told Nancy at breakfast. 

“That’s good to hear.” 

“I’ve been feeling better these past few days.” 

“Really? I’m glad to hear it, since that was the 

point of the trip.” Nancy smiled vaguely. She hated 

getting out of bed and wasn’t very talkative in the 

morning. 

They hailed a cab, and when they finally got off 

the freeway and began to crawl through the narrow 

city streets, passing faces of many different shades, she 

realized once again that she was in LA, as far from him 

and from China as she could get. Not long ago, she 

was still in Boston, that cold, tidy, solemn city. It was 

like a dream, she thought, trying to convince herself 

that it was a long time ago. She had been carrying the 

chill and dreariness of another city around with her, 

that confused, disappointed gloominess that solidified 

into a hard shell. The only time she had felt some kind 

of “relaxation” was on the way from San Francisco 

to LA. The scenery along Rt. 1 had been even pret-

tier than she’d imagined, and the majestic beauty had 

made her temporarily forget about herself. At noon, 

they had stopped in the pleasant seaside town of Santa 

Barbara to have lunch, and then walked around Stea-

rns Wharf. They had continued on toward LA, stop-

ping in another pretty town to get gas, drink a cup of 

coffee, and pop into the Walgreens for snacks and a 

big bottle of water. Just outside the city, they’d gotten 

stuck in traffic for an hour, then finally made it onto 

the freeway. Guided by GPS, they found the Double-

tree Inn in Santa Monica. That day, her mood could 

be called happy. 

The sun still had the golden cast of dawn, gently 

shining down into each corner, and on the green street 

signs at the intersections, painting the shabby streets 

and buildings with a warm, clear layer of new light. 

They’d let the taxi go before they realized it 

hadn’t delivered them to the right place. They asked a 

man for directions, and walked two blocks back look-

ing for the intersection of Spring and 74th Street. A 

crowd was already waiting there, many of them black 

mothers with children, along with some Mexican men. 

They carried simple cloth bags and suitcases, and wore 

clothes that could hardly be called new. Nancy said 

quietly, “We’re in it with the poor people now.” 

The long-distance bus took about an hour to get 

out of LA. They seemed to pass through the bleakest, 

poorest parts of the city, completely different from the 

world they had seen in Santa Monica. The people on 

the streets were mostly Hispanic or black, along with 

a few Asians. Half-collapsed buildings propped them-

selves up along the street, and pickup trucks sprouting 
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weeds sat inside sheds of iron sheeting. “It’s so ugly,” 

Nancy said. “I’m going to take a nap.” But she noticed 

that although the area was poor, there were flowers in 

some of the yards and windowsills. Their bright colors 

were muted against the desolate streets, yet they stood 

out in the thick dust, emanating their lovely fragranc-

es. 

Every so often she thought of that other city on 

the east coast, wondering what time it was there. Both 

cities were coastal, but right now one had tempera-

tures in the teens, while the city she was in was tem-

perate, and people could wear thin jackets or sweaters 

as they ambled down the street. 

After what had happened, she couldn’t stay in 

Boston. She didn’t have a single close friend there. For 

him, she’d f lown from Portland, Oregon all the way 

across the country. Before, when they went somewhere 

to spend a brief few days together, he’d always asked 

her, “Why aren’t you here in Boston? We should live 

in the same city.” At night over the phone, he would 

complain about the time difference, urging her to let 

him see her again soon. She liked to listen to him talk 

about their future together. Over the phone, she was 

the one who hemmed and hawed, and he was the one 

who reassured her until she slowly grew to trust him. 

But as soon as she gave up the city she knew well and 

had worked in for three years so she could be with him 

in Boston, he had withdrawn. 

At first, they hadn’t lived together. He helped her 

rent an apartment not far from where he lived, which 

surprised her. But she couldn’t just ask: “Why don’t we 

live together?” She couldn’t say the question out loud. 

Occasionally she would go to his apartment, but most 

of the time, he would come over to her place. After a 

while, they saw each other less and less. She felt that 

he had changed, that he didn’t mean what he said, that 

he wasn’t telling her everything. That worried her, but 

she thought that maybe the abrupt change had made 

him uncertain, maybe he wasn’t ready to get married 

and settle down. Later she thought that she might 

have been having a premonition of what was to come. 

When she told him that she had finally found a job in 

“his” city, he hadn’t expressed any pleasure, just re-

marked that it was a bit sudden. 

One day, he told her over the phone that they 

couldn’t be together anymore. Although this was 

exactly what she had been fearing, when she heard 

him say it, she couldn’t help but start to cry. “But you 

said…” She foolishly tried to answer him using what 

he had once said to her. He said he was “terribly, ter-

ribly sorry.” When she kept at it, he told her, “Don’t 

tell me what I once said, ok? I never meant what I 

said.” They talked for a long time, but now all she 

remembered were a few hurtful words, some repeated 

meaningless things that overturned everything they’d 

had. They hadn’t met again before she left Boston. 

He called her twice, but they hadn’t seen each other. 

Over the phone, they were both determined to forget, 

inquiring politely after each other and then quickly 

hanging up. She was shocked by it all, heartbroken, 

and unable to sleep, but her sense of dignity prevented 

her from asking him questions. 

The research institute where she worked had a 

psychologist on staff, and she went to see him twice a 

week. Each time, she openly told the doctor whether 

the night before she’d wanted to die, whether she had 
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been drinking, whether she had cried… but she never 

told him her dreams. Early one morning she’d dreamt 

that she’d gone to his office to find him. The office 

was on a hillside, and at first he’d treated her like he 

used to, giving her a seat by his desk and holding her 

hand as they talked. Suddenly the door had opened 

and a person came in to say that somebody was look-

ing for him. At some point, she jumped up from the 

desk and hid herself. She saw a woman come in, her 

face indistinct, and he began to talk and laugh with 

the woman, as though he’d completely forgotten she 

existed. She felt deeply ashamed, wanting to sneak 

away like a nobody while they weren’t paying atten-

tion. Then he glanced up, and the way he looked at 

her and the expression on his face remained etched in 

her mind even after she woke: his eyes betrayed his 

pain. But he didn’t stand up, nor did he say anything 

to her. She escaped from the office, and realized that 

she was on a remote mountain, an entirely unfamiliar 

place. She could only wander alone looking for a path 

back to somewhere she knew, a place where she be-

longed. She walked about in despair, looking for a bus 

stop or a subway station… She realized that this dream 

was a repetition of another dream, a dream that she’d 

had while they were still in love. She’d dreamt that 

he’d brought her to see a large circular building, but 

the further they’d walked, the more it had appeared 

strangely dilapidated. In the end, she realized that he’d 

disappeared and she was alone. She’d looked for him 

everywhere, and finally found him in an outdoor café 

by the building, sitting with people she didn’t know. 

When he saw her it was as though he didn’t recognize 

her. When she’d told him about the dream, he’d told 

her she was too pessimistic. “Dreams mean their op-

posite,” he’d told her. “And anyway, I’d never do that. 

I’d never let you be hurt.” 

So she’d returned to the west coast, but not to 

Portland. She was afraid that she would see people 

who knew her, and they would ask her about her rela-

tionship. She’d thought of Nancy, who lived in the Bay 

area, and when she’d rolled her suitcase into Nancy’s 

small place on Russian Hill, she’d still been able to 

smile and compliment the apartment’s decor and the 

lovely balcony that faced out toward the hills. After 

lunch, they’d sat on the sofa facing the sliding glass 

doors that led out to the balcony. The pure sunlight 

shone on the grass and on the plants on the balcony, 

one with broad leaves and two others boasting pale 

pink blossoms. She thought that all she needed was a 

warm place like this, a simple home where she could 

use her innocence and gentleness to make the one she 

loved happy. But he didn’t want that kind of happi-

ness. She wanted to describe what had happened as 

though it were no big deal, but as soon as she opened 

her mouth, she began to sob. She surprised herself 

crying in front of Nancy, who wasn’t even a close 

friend. Nancy just put a box of tissues on her knees. 

Afterwards, when she thought of herself losing control 

like that, she realized that when a person’s heart was 

broken, she had no sense of embarrassment. 

Nancy had taken her sightseeing around San Fran-

cisco in her red Beetle, driving them as far as the Point 

Reyes National Seashore and Napa Valley, anywhere 

she thought would provide some distraction. She saw 

the beauty and crowdedness of San Francisco, and 

although some neighborhoods were narrow and old, 
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they were still full of activity. In comparison, Boston 

was orderly and cold. As Nancy drove slowly down the 

winding one-way streets, she felt herself relax a bit, as 

though the shadows that entangled her had begun to 

be dissipated by the breezes, the scenery, and the per-

son beside her. But as soon as they stopped the car and 

they entered some enclosed space, she felt the shadows 

return, following her closely, drilling into her heart, 

torturing her. 

But they spent most of the time in Nancy’s fifty 

square meter apartment. The apartment had a king-

sized bed, but she insisted on sleeping on the f loor. 

Nearly every afternoon, Nancy’s boyfriend (whom 

she referred to as Mr. Fang) would call. Nancy never 

showed any happiness or infatuation with him. It was 

as though it were her job. Since it was a studio, Nancy 
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went in the bathroom to talk on the phone and some-

times Nancy would leave her in the apartment to go 

meet her boyfriend. She knew that she made things 

inconvenient for them. If she weren’t staying there, he 

would surely just come over; he most likely had a key. 

Still, every time Nancy left for one of these dates, she 

would ask anxiously, “Are you coming back tonight?” 

Nancy would laugh and say, “Relax. I told Mr. Fang 

I’m taking care of a critically ill patient. Besides, the 

bastard has to go home too.” 

So she would sit in the apartment waiting for 

Nancy to come back. She didn’t want to go out by 

herself, and nothing on TV interested her. She could 

spend an entire day sitting by the glass doors to the 

balcony. Sometimes, she felt him standing there on 

the balcony, separated from her just by the transparent 

door. Sometimes she felt him walking out of the trees 

beyond the building, just about to catch sight of her 

sitting there. Then he would hug her tightly like he 

had the last time they’d argued, imploring her, resting 

his head on her lap like a child, telling her how much 

he loved her and how much he regretted what he had 

done. Thinking of it, her eyes would fill with tears. 

She didn’t understand why he had destroyed every-

thing they’d had, why he’d had a complete change of 

heart. She knew that the problem hadn’t been on her 

side, since she had always pursued their happiness… 

but precisely because it hadn’t been her fault, she felt a 

suffocating shame and confusion. 

She opened the glass doors and went out onto the 

balcony, looking down at the mountain roads and flow 

of traffic. San Francisco was warm during the day and 

cool at night, and at the higher elevations, a cold wet 

breeze would come up off of the ocean. She started 

to shiver and grasped the cold engraved metal railing. 

The antique textured designs reminded her of the rail-

ings they had seen on a trip to New Orleans. They’d 

stayed in the French Quarter, strolling through the 

narrow alleys where music floated out of every door. 

They got back to their hotel late each night, and each 

time he’d been so excited he hadn’t let her sleep. Each 

time they met, they barely slept. In the soft quilt-like 

dawn of those drowsy mornings, she would see those 

eyes looking down at her, solemn but gentle. Now, 

feeling her utter humiliation, her body stiffened and 

she squeezed the frigid railing. She wasn’t a loose 

woman (although apparently he thought she was), and 

she’d abandoned her restraint only because she loved 

him. Maybe he’d grown tired of her, everyone could 

get tired of a person… 

She noticed that the streetlamps had come on, 

and the windows of the apartments along the hillside 

glowed with warm yellow light. In one French window 

whose curtains were open, she saw a man in a crisply 

ironed shirt looking out toward the bay. She went back 

inside and found a blanket to wrap around herself. 

She sat on the floor in front of the sofa and thought 

that she should go out and find a one night stand, and 

humiliate the man that way. But she hadn’t completely 

lost her senses and she knew that he might not even 

mind. Thinking of how she’d been acting, she mocked 

herself once again: she’d already humiliated herself 

with all the stupid things she’d done. 

One day, Nancy came back to the apartment and 

saw that her expression was somewhere between dis-

tracted and crazy. Frightened, Nancy said, “My dear, 
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you can stay here as long as you want. But whatever 

you do, don’t do something stupid while I’m not at 

home.” 

“I won’t,” she said. “It isn’t worth it.” 

“You need to wake up! That Romeo of yours hurt 

you horribly and he hasn’t even called once. I’ve never 

seen such a man, never!” 

“Maybe he’s got his own reasons…” she answered 

weakly. 

“What reasons? He was hiding some other girl-

friend? Forget it. Why didn’t he tell you about his 

reasons from the beginning? Look at yourself! And 

he’s gotten away with it completely. As far as I’m con-

cerned, he’s as bad at Mr. Fang.” Nancy looked at her 

for a moment, then said, “Give me his number.” 

“Why?” she asked in alarm. 

“I want to call him. At the very least, I can give 

him a piece of my mind, and shake him up a little bit. 

He can’t just get away with what he did.” 

“Don’t you dare call him!” 

“I am going to call him. I’m not like you, letting 

yourself waste away. You’re not going to give it to me, 

are you? Where’s your cell? I’ll find it myself.” Nancy 

got up to look for her phone. 

She suddenly felt a burst of energy, and she 

grabbed Nancy’s wrist. They looked at each other with 

confusion and disappointment instead of anger. 

“Ok, ok, I won’t call him.” Nancy shook her head. 

“Let go, you’re going to leave bruises.” 

She reluctantly released Nancy’s wrist, and 

watched her go over to the couch to dig out a packet 

of Yves St. Laurent cigarettes and a lighter from her 

purse. There was a hint of mockery in her smile as she 

told her, “Here, have a smoke.” 

She took a cigarette. 

Nancy went over to the balcony doors and cracked 

one open, and the cool night air seeped inside. 

“A woman has to be a little bit bad,” Nancy 

said suddenly. “A little bit bad and a little bit selfish. 

She has to know how to protect herself. Take me. I 

wouldn’t be stupid enough to fall in love with someone 

and then just let him escape!” She laughed after she 

spoke. 

She said nothing, just looking at Nancy and re-

gretting her outburst. She concentrated on smoking 

the cigarette Nancy had given her. In the slowly cir-

cling smoke, the tip of the cigarette lit and darkened 

like a distant twinkle. He had smoked too, but had 

given it up at her urging. He would probably never 

guess that she was now smoking the cigarettes he had 

given up. 

As though she’d already forgotten what had just 

happened, Nancy began to vividly describe how she 

was making a fool of Mr. Fang. 

She listened with some surprise, thinking that she 

didn’t really understand Nancy, and would never be 

like her. 

After the bus left LA, they made a stop in Pasa-

dena, where a black woman with two young boys and 

a teenage girl got on. The driver got off to go to a 

convenience store and was gone for quite some time 

before he returned carrying a newspaper and a cup of 

coffee. No one on the bus complained. They all waited 

quietly. The bus stop was in a wide, rundown parking 

lot. In typical American cities like Los Angeles, Chi-

cago, or Dallas, everything was wide and rundown: the 

Journey _



 PATHLIGHT  /   No.3 2016120

streets, parking lots, rooms… Surrounding the empty 

parking lot was a line of single-story brown buildings, 

with six or seven stores that seemed deserted. 

A few people in the last row of the bus were chat-

ting softly in Spanish. A few rows in front of her, there 

were some Southeast Asian tourists, speaking in Thai 

or Indonesian. You could tell that they were tourists 

and not locals because they were dressed too well. The 

women wore high heels and dresses, which was not 

what an American would wear on the bus. They were 

also carrying Calvin Klein and Tommy Hilfiger shop-

ping bags. She guessed that they lived pretty well back 

in their own country, and had probably found America 

disappointing. Asians who liked things to be bustling 

and busy couldn’t take such large abandoned tracts of 

land. The Pasadena bus station and the impoverished 

outskirts of LA were certainly cheerless and desolate 

places. But Americans didn’t care. They took it in 

stride, thinking that’s just the way things are. They 

didn’t try to change it, or slap a new layer of paint on 

top. 

The bus left Pasadena and continued on into the 

wild red desert where California and Nevada intersect. 

The bus was so quiet and smooth, it was as though it 

were gliding over the road. But soon she heard two 

women begin to argue. One thought the bus was too 

stuffy and wanted the driver to turn on the air condi-

tioning; the other thought the bus was cold and an-

nounced to everyone that the temperature outside was 

only in the forties. But their argument couldn’t really 

be called an argument, as they took turns making their 

views clear to each other in singsong nasal voices. The 

driver’s solution was to turn on the air conditioning 

for twenty minutes every half hour. Some passengers 

thought it was too cold, and some felt it was too hot, 

and everyone just dealt with it. Nancy woke up in the 

middle of it and asked, “Did you sleep?” 

“No. I was looking out the window.” 

“What’s there to look at?” Nancy said, taking a 

jacket out of her bag to cover herself with. “It’s freez-

ing outside and the air conditioning is still on. It’s 

crazy.” 

Nancy’s eyes drifted shut, then opened again. She 

said, “There’s no scenery out there. Aside from the 

desert, there’s just more desert. It’s so boring! At least 

we made the right decision not to drive ourselves. Do 

you mind not looking at me while I sleep? Just look at 

your scenery.” And soon she was asleep again. 

She glanced occasionally at her sleeping friend. 

Nancy seemed never to have experienced pain, nor to 

have anything weighing on her mind. But she’d prob-

ably experienced a lot and had to think about a lot, 

maybe even had her heart broken. But in the end she’d 

forgotten about it all. If that were true, her own end-

less self-pity, weakness and depression must disgust 

her. But Nancy had stayed by her side throughout it 

all. She’d once looked down on Nancy as “one of those 

women,” and here she had brought her back from the 

void with her kindness and loyalty. When she’d told 

Nancy that she’d like to go to Las Vegas for a while, 

Nancy had immediately agreed to come with her. 

“You don’t have to worry about me,” she’d told Nancy. 

“Who’s worried about you?” Nancy had retorted. “I 

want to go have some fun myself.” 

The night before they left, Mr. Fang had shown 

up to send them off. 
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He was nothing like she’d imagined. In her imagi-

nation, he was a kind of good-for-nothing, a wastrel. 

But in fact he looked modest and kind, around fifty 

years old without any sign of the pudginess of age. His 

clothes were well kempt, and with his square-rimmed 

glasses, he seemed quite refined. The only thing that 

made her a bit uncomfortable was his slightly overea-

ger smile. He was overcautious with Nancy, and toler-

ant toward her. With his constant smile, he seemed 

like a father-figure who’d been reduced by lust to be-

ing her lover. 

Mr. Fang said to her, “I hope you stay in the Bay 

Area. Xiaonan has loved spending time with you. And 

I feel better too. I’ve been so busy at work lately.” She 

noticed that he referred to Nancy as “Xiaonan”, indi-

cating his special relationship with her. 

She thanked him for his kindness, and told him 

that she was working in Boston and was just there on 

vacation. She then explained that she had to have a 

job, since she needed it to keep her work visa to stay 

in the US. She wanted to emphasize that point, so he 

wouldn’t think she and Nancy were in the same boat. 

He laughed and said that a work visa wasn’t an is-

sue, and if she needed it, he could get his company to 

help her apply for one. He mentioned that Nancy had 

gotten her green card through his company, though he 

didn’t take direct credit for it. She didn’t respond, and 

merely thanked him again. 

They ate together at the black dining table set 

with four chairs. She noticed for the first time that 

above the table was a silver lamp in the shape of a 

candlestick, and in one corner was a white dish cabi-

net with two glass doors. Instead of being filled with 

dishes, the cabinet held knickknacks such as a carved 

crystal f lower, a brightly colored porcelain doll, and 

an ornamental gold coffee set whose cups were oddly 

inscribed in large black letters with the words “café 

au lait” – it represented Nancy’s girlish taste perfectly. 

She also suddenly saw all of the cards magnetically 

stuck to the refrigerator door that Nancy constantly 

opened and closed, representing places she had trav-

eled. She realized that since she’d been there, she’d 

barely noticed a thing! 

As she ate what Nancy had made, for the first 

time in days she tasted the delicious f lavor of food. 

She loved Cantonese style pork chops, but when they 

asked her if she wanted to “take care of” the last one, 

she worried they would discover her large appetite, so 

in the end she refused. Mr. Fang said that when they 

came back from their trip, he would take her to the 

Guangdong Café in Chinatown. Nancy said that it 

was San Francisco’s best Chinese restaurant, and Mr. 

Fang immediately added that the best in San Francisco 

was the best in the US. To her surprise, she realized 

that they finished each other’s sentences like a mar-

ried couple. Yet strangely, there was also a sense of 

unfamiliarity between them. At times, the atmosphere 

would turn uncomfortable and that overly affable 

smile would reappear on Mr. Fang’s face. 

During the meal and while drinking tea afterward, 

she secretly examined him. She thought of him re-

turning home each day to his wife and children, tired 

out from a day at work, and feeling the languor and 

satisfaction of being at home. He would speak to them 

warmly, being kind to his children while still maintain-

ing a certain dignity in front of them. Each day, he 
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would tell his wife about company business, since after 

all it had to do with the family income. Who would 

suspect such a man? When his wife watched him turn 

over to sleep, exhausted, would she suspect that he was 

thinking of the scene he had just been entangled in, or 

anticipate the secret date he would have tomorrow? 

She felt cold, and wrung her hands nervously under 

the table, one hand grabbing onto the other as though 

to keep her from toppling over. 

Mr. Fang took his leave at nine o’clock. She tidied 

up the dishes as Nancy showed him downstairs. She 

couldn’t condemn Mr. Fang, and she didn’t dislike 

him. It was the associations her mind jumped to that 

had made her uncomfortable. In her mind, she had 

already associated her ex with Mr. Fang. She was filled 

with resentment and yet it somewhat pleased her to 

think that, given his humiliated and wronged wife, 

their current separation was a good thing… 

Nancy came back, her cheeks and forehead flushed 

as though in anger. 

She wanted to say, “you’ve been gone for a while,” 

but realized it wouldn’t sound right, so she said in-

stead, “Did you see him off?” 

“See him off? I kicked him out!” Nancy showed 

her disdain. “Men are shameless. If they’re not trying 

to get you into a hotel room, they’re trying to have 

you some other way.” 

She stared for a moment, then blushed crimson. 

Nancy laughed and pointed at her. “You’re hilari-

ous. What are you embarrassed about? Don’t tell me 

you’re still a virgin.” 

She paid no attention to Nancy’s mockery, and 

said, “But I saw how good he was to you, and as long 

as he is…” 

“Good to me? God, what do you know? You’re as 

naïve as a middle schooler.” Nancy was mumbling as 

though she didn’t want to admit anything, but couldn’t 

entirely deny it either. 

Nancy leaned against the kitchen sink, staring off 

into space for a minute. Suddenly, she lifted her chin 

and looked at her full in the face. “You should know, 

men are much more selfish than women. If you don’t 

get in their way, everything’s fine and dandy. But if 

you cross them, you’ll see a whole other side of them. 

Whether he’s good to you or not, you have to protect 

yourself. I don’t care how other people see me, my life 

is pretty good. I have everything I need. And that’s it!” 

After speaking her piece, Nancy ran into the liv-

ing room and started to dance wildly. She got more 

and more excited as she danced, and then she said she 

suspected there was a pervert who liked to watch her 

through the window, and she told her to go open the 

curtains. “Let him get a good look!” she cried as she 

danced. 

But she just smiled, her eyes moist as she watched 

Nancy dance, not making a move to open the curtains. 

Now in front of her eyes the solitary highway 

stretched out through the desert, just a few trucks oc-

casionally appearing. When two trucks neared each 

other, their colorful containers would reflect the light 

like mirrors, and it was so bright she would have to 

close her eyes. The Mexican driver in his dark sun-

glasses and black leather fingerless gloves would speed 

up to pass the monstrous trucks, and then the road 

would seem empty and lonely again. Just as Nancy had 

said, “Aside from the desert, there’s just more desert.” 
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The highway got rougher, covered in a thin layer of 

grit and gravel. The gravel got kicked up by tires and 

hit the sides of the vehicles. 

The sunshine beat down, and she could feel the 

blistering heat gathering in the gravel and hills, as the 

whole scene seemed to soften under the sun. The road 

in front of them was blinding white, and then far off 

in the distance it became a hazy gray. There couldn’t 

be more monotonous scenery, but she looked all the 

same, without tiring of it. The sunlight scorched the 

side of her face through the window. 

No one seemed to live in these mountains, but 

high electricity wires wove neatly and evenly through 

the hills. The only signs of people were at the highway 

gas stations, each with its fast food and small selection 

of groceries. Occasionally, a restaurant or a few simple 

wood or prefab houses would appear near a gas station. 

She had no idea who would live in those houses, and 

what they were doing in such a dusty, barren place. 

Sometimes a forlorn tree would manage to sprout up, 

as though transplanted from somewhere else. Bent and 

thin, it would appear gray and almost translucent in 

the wind-blown sand. Aside from the gas station bill-

boards, there wasn’t any color anywhere. 

She had some wonderful memories, she thought. 

Like when she’d gotten onto the bus in all the noise 

and hubbub, and she’d recalled some moments of 

quiet from the first time he’d gone to Portland to see 

her. When she’d gotten his call from the airport, she’d 

dashed out of her apartment complex to wait for him. 

Luckily it had been early spring, and it wasn’t too 

cold, although in the evenings she still had to wear 

her thin down jacket. There was a 7-11 by the gate 

to the complex, but she was too embarrassed to wait 

in there, so she walked up and down the street. How 

long had she waited? Maybe twenty minutes, maybe 

half an hour. A few people passed by her, but she paid 

no attention to their faces. She just looked up at the 

treetops separating her from the sky, and across the 

street at a few stars hanging in the dark blue expanse. 

Finally, she saw him in a blue taxi that stopped by the 

entrance. She hurried over and as soon as he got out 

of the car he hugged her before getting his luggage. 

“Aren’t you freezing?” he asked. “Why are you wait-

ing outside?” She said she wasn’t cold, she hadn’t even 

felt the chill. They walked to her building, and the 

whole time he kept his arm over her shoulders, saying, 

“I want to warm you up.” Perhaps her first inkling of 

real happiness was that sensation of warmth, calming 

and steady. Even in those last days when their misgiv-

ings were slowly forcing them apart, she had still felt 

that warmth. Some mornings, she would wake up to 

find him sound asleep. They’d separated from their 

initial embrace under the soft blanket. She would 

hear the soft constant whirring of the heater, and the 

refrigerator running in the kitchen, and the sound of 

water running through pipes somewhere in the build-

ing. Amidst these faint sounds, she heard his breath-

ing, and if she didn’t think of questions like how long 

they would be able to be together, she felt safe and 

warm, her mind and body filling with sweet happiness. 

She would turn toward him, wanting to get closer. 

Sometimes he would wake and other times not, but 

either way he would unconsciously reach out an arm 

to hold her. She would lay her head on his chest, her 

lips brushing his skin in silent kisses. She thought that 
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someday his skin would sag and smell of old age, but 

she knew that she would still want to press her lips 

against him, and still feel that warmth and satisfaction. 

That was the happiness she desired. 

Strangely, those memories weren’t as hurtful as 

they had been, and she wasn’t as desperate to push 

them away. They circled through her head, sinking 

and blurring and then rising again with a soft pain. 

Maybe they would always hurt her, but she was more 

afraid that they would turn increasingly ridiculous 

with the haziness of time, that her heedless love had in 

the end just been a silly game. She feared that it had 

all been a waste, that nothing real had existed… 

The bus passed by a solidly built one-story log 

cabin. Judging by the sign, it was a Mexican restaurant. 

The door and six oval windows on either side were 

hung with long white garlands. It was the prettiest, 

most colorful thing she’d seen since they’d left, as re-

freshing as an oasis. She turned her head as they drove 

past. But soon she thought that the garlands were 

made of plastic, and if she went up close she would see 

that they were covered in dust. 

As they traveling through the endless desert, it 

seemed as though they were lost, since the scenery just 

repeated itself. She’d never seen such a vast and deso-

late place, and the last hundred miles had stretched 

out endlessly through the brown stony hills interlaced 

with gravelly sand. Clutches of jagged-leaved cacti 

stubbornly grew low to the ground, a translucent gray. 

Everything was vast and empty, yet she felt herself 

gradually coming to enjoy the bleakness. 

She was tired, so she leaned her head against the 

window and closed her eyes. Her body rocked with 

the bus, her head filled with the low sound of the en-

gine. These past few days, she had been like an injured 

beetle hiding inside its hard shell, dreaming a long, 

complicated, dark dream. In the dream, she was soaked 

in bitterness and pain, and a cold silence lay between 

her and him like a wall, silent and unyielding. She 

suddenly realized that what was hurting her was that 

silence, which sought to erase everything, to reject 

his embraces, the closeness, the happiness she’d once 

had. Why would anyone choose this absolute silence 

and estrangement, torturing oneself and others, using 

an unachievable forgetting to soothe the pain? Why 

couldn’t they find some other way to love each other? 

When she opened her eyes, she saw that the scene 

outside was even more desolate, surrounded by an 

even deeper silence. She thought the bus must have 

made it to Nevada, but she had no way of knowing. 

This wasn’t China, and there were no signs saying 

“Welcome to Nevada.” In the gentle rocking of the 

bus, Nancy’s mouth had fallen open as she slept, and 

her face looked like that of a sulky child. Nancy’s 

jacket kept slipping off, and she kept helping her pull 

it back on. When she did so, she felt a kind of tender 

affection. Nancy wasn’t as contented as she pretended, 

and she had no companion in her search for happiness. 

In her own search for happiness, she’d once had a 

companion, although somewhere along the way she’d 

lost him. Maybe they’d lost each other, who could say? 

She thought of a common American expression: These 

things happen. Yes, these things happen. A person 

could easily get carried away, but he couldn’t make it 

too far, and the uncertainty of the distant destination 

made him retreat. 
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She felt hungry and looked forward to the bus 

stopping at a gas station where she could fill herself up 

with fried chicken and cola. Then she could walk out 

into the desert where a person might get lost among 

the gray plants and red hills. The other passengers 

wouldn’t wait for her, and Nancy would get on the bus 

crying, furious at them. And she could continue fur-

ther into the desert, walking along the line of the hills 

until the highway disappeared from view, until her 

heart was completely empty and as wide as the earth, 

empty but strong, and if the sun shone down it would 

burn it up. 

The sun was still bright but showed signs of fad-

ing. The distant horizon no longer seemed a hazy 

blaze, but cleared as it darkened like an outline being 

painted onto a canvas. She thought, maybe one day 

they could become friends, and she could tell him that 

he’d acted like a bad boy who’d knocked a little girl 

down. When the girl began to cry, he was frightened 

and didn’t help her up, refused to speak, just ran and 

hid. She would laugh at him and tell him that he didn’t 

need to be afraid, there was no need to retreat into si-

lence. She would tell him that he needn’t be cautious, 

he could speak freely. There was no need to hide or 

hesitate, and if he did, it would destroy the precious 

trust between them. She decided that she would mock 

him, mock his cowardice and childishness, but she 

wouldn’t think of him merely as a selfish liar, and she 

wouldn’t believe that he’d really “never meant what 

he’d said.” Her heart wouldn’t allow that. 

Aside from the sound of the air conditioning 

switching on, the bus was completely silent. Most of 

the passengers had wrapped themselves in their jackets 

and gone to sleep. Some of them wore headphones 

and were watching the overhead TVs. She turned her 

face back to the window. It was nice to be somewhere 

unfamiliar, where no one noticed who was inexplicably 

smiling, or whose eyes had turned damp. 

Translated by Eleanor Goodman
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Poison
By Yang Fan

毒药

hu Jun started sneezing again that morn-

ing. He already had a bad feeling about 

it. He used to have a nose allergy but it 

hadn’t acted up in years, and now here it 

was again like an irritatingly loyal dog – how strange. 

Zhu Jun sneezed eleven times in a row before get-

ting back into bed and curling up listlessly. Qingping 

didn’t seem alarmed. She just got up and slipped into 

the bathroom. This, in and of itself, was alarming. 

Qingping was usually vigilant in her attentions to Zhu 

Jun’s health. If he sounded the tiniest bit ill, she’d be 

shoving pills and remedies at him. But that day she 

didn’t react, and her lack of concern seemed suspect to 

Zhu Jun. Eventually she emerged from the bathroom, 

neatly dressed as always. 

By the time Zhu Jun got home, dinner was ready 

and Qingping was giving Yingying a bath. Now that 

he thought about it, it had been a heartwarming scene. 

Qingping said she and Yingying liked Zhu Jun’s cook-

ing better, and she hardly ever cooked except when she 

was in a good mood. Qingping hadn’t cooked in a long 

time. Both of them worked at the local Department 

of Education. For the past four years, Zhu Jun had 

only been a contract worker, with no prospect of ever 

being converted to a regular government employee. 

This was a constant weight on both of their minds. 

Recent reforms of staff allocation in city government 

meant that Zhu Jun could lose his job altogether if 

he didn’t gain regular status or get reassigned to his 

original job in county government. It was unclear 

what would happen to him after these four years in 

limbo, and the uncertainty hung over both of their 

heads like the proverbial Sword of Damocles, directly 

impacting their happiness index as a couple. Recently, 

Qingping had been staring at him with raised brows, 

a look that made him shrink. But she never said any-

thing about his work situation or offered any advice, 

even if Zhu Jun woke at night sighing out loud, mak-

ing the Simmons mattress squeak with his tossing and 

turning. Eventually, Zhu Jun stopped caring about the 

outcome of the reforms. So what if he lost his job? 

He’d just have to pay a small yearly fee to be listed in 

the government human resources center. If the bosses 

wanted to promote other people they could go ahead 

– Zhu Jun would never learn the art of f lattery. And 

if he did end up losing his government allocated job 

and became a person who scarcely even existed from 

the authorities’ point of view, that might not be a bad 

thing either, he thought – at least he’d be able to stop 

worrying about the future. Maybe they’d get rid of the 

distinction between temporary and regular workers 

altogether, and make everyone compete on their mer-

its. Zhu Jun knew he had what it took. If no one else 

appreciated how capable he was, he’d just take it easy 

– after all, he’d managed to survive four years of tem-

porary work, so why stress himself out now? Life only 

lasts a few decades, he told himself. You have a beauti-

ful wife and daughter, and a delicious meal in front of 

you – what’s not to like? He listened to the sound of 

the running bath and Yingying singing “I love you like 

mice love rice.” Zhu Jun took a piece of tomato. It was 

still crunchy. Qingping always undercooked everything 

slightly – no sooner had she tossed the vegetables into 

the wok than she scooped them out again. A sour taste 
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came into his mouth. 

Zhu Jun hadn’t seen Qingping all day. That morn-

ing she’d gone to run an errand at the bank. At lunch-

time she called to say it was her good friend Wang 

Hong’s birthday and she wouldn’t be home for lunch. 

She and Wang Hong must have had a good time – to-

day she’d cooked four dishes and soup. 

It all seemed perfectly normal but Zhu Jun still 

had a nagging feeling that something was off. The 

night grew quiet. The bedroom seemed empty and 

huge. He lay in bed for half an hour while Qingping 

bustled between the kitchen and the toilet. Then the 

apartment went quiet and he thought she’d gone out, 

she wasn’t home. The house was completely quiet. 

Zhu Jun couldn’t help calling to Qingping. She im-

mediately appeared in the doorway, looking anxious. 

What is it? she said blankly. I have a headache, he 

said. Get some rest, you must have slept badly, she 

said. Come and check whether I have a fever, Zhu Jun 

said. He was in the mood to be coddled a little. Qin-

gping looked at her wet hands, hesitated, dried them 

on her pants, and went up to the bed. As soon as she 

was standing by the bedside, Zhu Jun grabbed her and 

yanked her into bed with him. 

Let me get you a cup of water? Qingping said, 

struggling. Water, who needs water? Zhu Jun said, 

suddenly gripped by lust. Clasping Qingping tight 

was the only thing that made Zhu Jun feel secure. But 

Qingping wouldn’t let him near her shirt collar. She 

curled up, using the curve of her spine and her ass to 

push him away. 

There are clothes to wash, said Qingping. They 

can wait until tomorrow, said Zhu Jun. We haven’t 

unplugged the power yet, she said, just wait a minute. 

No no no, Zhu Jun said. My power is still plugged in 

too. He flipped her over as if she were a fish and tore 

through her buttoned shirt. They’d played this game 

before, with him pretending to force her and her pre-

tending to resist. But this was different. It felt less like 

a game of pretend. After a tedious struggle, Zhu Jun 

eventually had Qingping pinned down on top of two 

pillows. He looked down at her, her face crimson and 

so frosty that he could feel his desire slowly rusting 

away. She appeared to be suppressing her panting. Her 

liquid eyes glinted stubbornly with what seemed like 

a glimmer of disgust. There was a cry from Yingying’s 

room. Qingping pushed Zhu Jun aside quickly and ex-

tricated herself. Look at you, she said, acting so wolf-

ish you woke Yingying up. She pushed her hair back 

and hurried into the other room. Zhu Jun collapsed 

onto the pillows wondering whether he’d only imag-

ined the disgust in her eyes. 

Qingping was back before long. I’m taking a bath, 

she said gently. If you don’t have a headache, then 

just wait a while for me. Today Qingping was like a 

gust of wind, her every appearance so light he could 

barely detect it except for the sensation of coolness it 

left behind. She wasn’t usually like this – normally she 

was like a drop of honey, so sticky it could suffocate 

you. Why was she being so indifferent and strange? 

Zhu Jun could hear the sound of water running. Later, 

something occurred to him: hadn’t Qingping already 

taken a bath before dinner? After giving Yingying a 

bath, she’d emerged dripping herself, her face red like 

a flower. 

Zhu Jun fell asleep before Qingping even got out 

of the bath. He woke up twice that night. The first 

time they even made love, but Qingping never even 

woke up – she didn’t make a single sound. It was like 

she wasn’t there and he was lying next to a corpse. 

The next day, Qingping was still in bed by the 

time Zhu Jun was leaving for work. He felt her fore-

head: it was burning. As soon as he touched her, Qin-

gping woke up, sprang out of bed, and started looking 
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for her work clothes. Zhu Jun thought she looked 

quite ill. Take a day off, he said. You’re running a 

pretty high temperature. No big deal, she said, look-

ing at him with her sleepy eyes. He followed her out 

of the room. How did you catch cold? How long was 

your bath yesterday night? Qingping splashed water 

on her face and dabbed at it haphazardly with a towel. 

Zhu Jun turned to look at the clock on the wall. Take a 

day off, don’t go in, he said. Have some breakfast and 

go back to bed. He found some medicine, left it on the 

dining table, and rushed Yingying out of the door. 

There was a plate of fried noodles with a sunny 

side up egg and a carton of milk on the table. Qing-

ping gulped down the whole carton, coughing. She 

wiped her mouth and lay back down in bed. Could 

Zhu Jun tell that something was up – was that why 

he asked how she’d caught cold? Qingping thought 

about how she’d acted the previous night and tried to 

consider each detail the way Zhu Jun would see it. She 

had no idea how long she’d been in the bath. She’d 

gotten in, poured in plenty of bubble bath and salts, 

and rubbed every inch of her skin until it was raw. Af-

ter heaven knew how long, the skin on her hands and 

feet had become all wrinkly and the water had grown 

cold. Her skin was all soft by the time she got out and 

Zhu Jun was already asleep. So she stood on the bal-

cony for ages, waiting for her hair to dry. Maybe that 

was when she’d caught cold in the night breeze. 

Qingping told herself that Zhu Jun couldn’t have 

been suspicious if he’d managed to fall asleep. Then 

she closed her eyes and dozed off. But before long she 

was woken by a familiar tune. It was her mobile phone 

ring tone. Frowning, Qingping reached for the phone. 

When she saw the caller number she froze. She put 

the phone on mute and chucked it on the floor in dis-

gust. Before long, the landline rang. Qingping gave 

it a wary look as if it were a monster. When it rang 

again, she picked up the receiver with her other hand 

clutched to her breast. 

Hello, she said. 

The voice on the other end was just who she 

thought it’d be. Qingping, why aren’t you answering 

the phone? Are you not feeling well? 

I’m a little under the weather, Mr. Ding, she said. 

Thank you for calling, though. 

Don’t be polite, it’s only me, the other person said. 

You’re always getting sick. When you’re doing better, 

I’ll give you a folk remedy that will have you healthy 

and strong in no time. He laughed and said, the body 

is the foundation of the revolution, you know. Qing-

ping laughed shortly. Okay, she said. He wanted to say 

something more, but Qingping cut him off. I’d better 

sleep, she said. Sure, he said, laughing. Sleep then, I 

owe you all those hours of sleep. 

After she put the phone down, Qingping broke 

out in goosebumps. She lay listlessly against the head-

board, gazing emptily at the white walls. Suddenly, she 

groaned, clutching her head in her hands, and dove 

into bed. 

When the phone rang again, Qingping was a little 

taken aback. She was beginning to be engulfed by 

an indefinable, endless anxiety. Qingping considered 

herself to be mentally prepared for life’s difficulties. 

She was a capable woman, a beautiful woman, even, 

and she knew it meant she’d experience more things 

than most other people. She’d always thought she was 

intelligent enough to cover her tracks, but this one 

problem kept trailing her around. One false move 

and checkmate, she thought. She’d sailed to where 

the winds and waves were strongest and there was no 

turning back. 

Qingping picked up the phone. I told you I’m 

sleeping, she said calmly. What’s the matter? The 

other person was quiet for a while. Then he said, are 
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you feeling any better? It was Zhu Jun. Qingping 

cupped her chin in her hands and collected herself. 

Much better, thank you, she said. I thought you were 

Wang Hong. Oh, he said. And then neither of them 

said anything for almost a minute. Qingping grew anx-

ious. Thanks for squeezing out the toothpaste for me, 

she said. You’re so polite today, he said. Eventually he 

murmured: Go back to sleep. Then he hung up gently. 

Even Zhu Jun said she was being polite. What’s the 

matter with me today? Qingping wondered, holding 

her aching head. Only when the sky grew dark and it 

began raining did she drift off to sleep with the sound 

of the drizzle. 

When Zhu Jun returned that evening, Qingping’s 

mother had just washed Yingying’s face and was about 

to go home when Zhu Jun lurched in unsteadily. Have 

you eaten yet? she asked. He said he’d already eaten 

and was full. She gave him a bowl of green bean soup. 

I said I’m full already, he grumbled. When he tried to 

push the bowl away, he ended up slipping and falling 

on the floor, which had just been mopped. It took him 

ages to pick himself up off the floor, and when Qing-

ping’s mother tried to help him up he pushed her away 

so roughly that she nearly stumbled herself. 

Qingping’s temperature had gone down, but her 

head still hurt and she wanted to sleep. Yingying 

came in and clung to her for a while but Zhu Jun told 

her sternly to go to sleep. Then the bedroom door 

slammed open and gave Qingping a fright. Turn-

ing the light on, Zhu Jun put a glass of water on the 

bedside table. You didn’t take any medication? Qing-

ping didn’t say anything. Why didn’t you? Don’t you 

fucking want to get better? Qingping stared at him in 

amazement, scarcely able to believe her ears. 

You want to die, is that it? His eyes were red and 

he smelled of alcohol. You want to die of a fever and 

leave us? How about letting your mother know instead 

of just embarrassing her right here. 

He shoved the glass in her mouth to make her 

drink the syrup. Qingping ducked, and Zhu Jun sud-

denly became violent, forcing her to drink. Qingping 

was terrified. She clutched his sleeves, unsure whether 

she was pushing the glass away or welcoming it. The 

yellow syrup spurted from the corner of her mouth as 

she choked on it. Finally, she swept the glass out of his 

hand and clutched her chest, coughing. Tears began 

to roll onto her trembling lips and arms. There were 

quivering pools of water and shards of glass every-

where, on the coverlet, on the floor. 

She spent those days in terror. She could tell that 

things had gone off track and something bad was go-

ing to happen. Maybe Zhu Jun had noticed something 

fishy and started investigating. Maybe his harsh words 

the night he got drunk were his true feelings. Clearly 

he already had his suspicions. But the catastrophe 

Qingping kept bracing herself for never arrived. The 

days went by peacefully. Zhu Jun still squeezed out 

her toothpaste and filled her cup with water in the 

morning. He still made breakfast, lunch, and dinner 

for them all. Even Qingping was beginning to forget 

anything ever happened. She decided she was probably 

imagining things. 

As long as Zhu Jun got up early enough, he al-

ways made breakfast and put toothpaste on Qingping’s 

toothbrush. He’d squeeze it out on a pink toothbrush 

which was actually the one Qingping kept for guests – 

her own toothbrush was the green one. Zhu Jun had 

always assumed the pink one belonged to Qingping. 

He’d leave the toothbrush balanced on a glass of water 

for her. Sometimes, if left too long, the dab of tooth-

paste would slide off the toothbrush, but Qingping 

still found the gesture incredibly sweet, sweet like a 

dab of honey rather than toothpaste on the wrong 

toothbrush. Every morning, she carefully moved the 
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toothpaste onto her own, green toothbrush, its sweet-

ness planted in her heart. She always had a good ap-

petite in the mornings and could polish off everything 

on the table. But now that the honey had turned into 

poison, she wanted never to wake up again. 

But she had to wake up eventually. She was often 

up all night. The white walls that surrounded them 

were also awake. Zhu Jun slept soundly. His long 

snores filled the room all the way to the walls, suffo-

cating her. They were such innocent, guileless snores. 

Animated snores. Qingping felt like Xiaolongnü, the 

orphan heroine of The Return of the Condor Heroes 

raised in the ancient tombs of the undead, counting 

the endless months in those dark passageways. As he 

breathed, she imagined, her shoulders would be cov-

ered with white hair, and her heart would be engulfed 

by lice. Eventually the embers scattered everywhere 

would set the bedsheets alight and night would be-
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come day. 

There had been fire earlier too, in her heart, as in 

his. In putting out Zhu Jun’s fire, Qingping wanted 

to stoke her own. But could she really tell herself he 

deserved it? Qingping had no idea. Zhu Jun seemed 

to have become a completely still pool of water. It was 

impossible to tell what he was thinking. Qingping 

couldn’t read him at all. That whole month, she got 

perhaps one night’s worth of sleep. The days made her 

eyes bigger and brighter. Her smile was paper thin, 

transparent, only painted on. Countless nerve endings 

and blood vessels bulged from the back of that sheet of 

paper. Her brain felt like a porcelain vase full of glass 

tubes that could break at any time. 

As Zhu Jun lay there on his side, Qingping 

thought to herself that his profile looked like the 

Great Wall. She tried to climb it, but his snores would 

drive her away, or he’d awake and shake her off. He 

didn’t want her climbing him, and didn’t make any at-

tempt to climb her. Since the night he tried to force 

feed her medication, his snores had become long and 

sweet like the endless popcorn strings they used to eat 

as children. That scent reminded her of childhood. 

Zhu Jun’s sleep was taking them back to childhood. 

He was so fast asleep, it was like he would never wake 

up again. Qingping often wondered whether the snor-

ing person by her side was a corpse; whether, if there 

were a film of moonlight, she’d see a smile on his lips 

and his eyes wide open. When the thought occurred 

to her, she’d tremble so hard that sometimes the bed 

itself shook and even squeaked, drawing curses from 

the old man downstairs. When the first ray of daylight 

entered the room, Zhu Jun would sneeze, and that was 

how Qingping could tell he was still awake. If he’d 

woken up right then, he’d probably have thought she 

was a corpse too. 

They were only lying a meter apart. Every night 

she hoped he’d leap up and start shouting at her, beat 

her up. She’d rather he do that to let out his inner 

monsters, ravish her body like a June thunderstorm 

that would turn to a sunny day. Anything would be 

better than this death by a thousand cuts, this slow, 

endless torment of her soul. 

Once, when they were at a wedding banquet, one 

of their colleagues got up and wanted to toast Zhu 

Jun. Let’s drink three toasts, he said. Give me a rea-

son, Zhu Jun said. A reason? You’re finally on a regu-

lar contract now, isn’t that a good reason? Qingping 

looked at Zhu Jun and said, sure it’s a good reason. 

She took the cup from him and downed its contents. 

Qingping can drink! the colleague said. She’d put you 

to shame! Zhu Jun snatched it back from Qingping 

and said, laughing, if that’s worth three drinks, let’s all 

get drunk. How long have you been a regular employ-

ee of the department? Take one drink for each year! I 

can start – I’ve been here for four years! He filled his 

cup with baijiu and drank four cups in a row. When 

Qingping took the cup from him, it was slippery with 

sweat. Who asked you to butt in? Zhu Jun screamed at 

her, his face reddening. You’re clearly good for noth-

ing else – can’t you even hold your drink? No one at 

the table would look at Qingping. The other guests 

ate assiduously, staring at their food. 

Zhu Jun left the banquet first. When Qingping 

got home, he was lying in bed with his arms and legs 

splayed out. She stood apprehensively at the door for 

a moment. She didn’t go nearer him – instead she 

looked at him from where she was, put a cup of wa-

ter on the table at the foot of the bed and went into 

the living room. Zhu Jun was drunk. He’d had more 

than half a bottle of baijiu and given his tolerance 

there was no way he wasn’t drunk. But Qingping had 

the funny feeling that Zhu Jun was actually awake, 

his head buried in the pillow, that perhaps he had his 
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eyes open like the dead people on TV who’d died 

with grievances or regrets. Qingping went to the liv-

ing room. She got the blanket from Yingying’s room 

and sat down on the sofa. The pendulum swung, tick-

tock-tick-tock, reminding her how slowly time passed. 

She suddenly realized she could turn the television 

on, but no sooner had she done that than Zhu Jun ap-

peared in the living room. He staggered past her, got 

to the door of the toilet, and staggered back. Just turn-

ing around was difficult for him. He’d already turned 

his head to stare dully at her but his feet were still in 

their original position, his bones and joints cracking, 

his muscles refusing to move. He swept a vase off the 

table. It shattered, water splattering everywhere like 

fireworks and splashing onto Qingping’s feet. She 

shrunk back, thinking that if she could curl up entirely 

into a ball she’d be able to simply roll away. But she 

had too many arms and legs, making it impossible for 

her to escape. Zhu Jun collapsed onto Qingping like a 

mountain. The glow of the TV screen on her eyelids 

cut through to the darting pupils below. When Zhu 

Jun struck her, she could hear the clear sound the slap 

made on her skin as if it was taut linen. Countless fire-

works exploded in a burst of pain, as if giving the dark-

ness a gigantic slap. 

That night Zhu Jun slapped Qingping over and 

over again. You’ll put me to shame, will you? he kept 

saying. Put me to shame? Put me to shame? Say you’re 

a whore. Qingping refused to say a word. She couldn’t 

get out of bed for three days – her head was too heavy. 

Or rather, it was her face that was swollen. When 

Qingping looked at herself in the mirror she found she 

barely had a face. Despite being almost swollen shut, 

her eyes kept watering as if to prove they still existed. 

Her tears rolled over the steep, swollen hills. 

Then Zhu Jun didn’t come home for two days. 

Qingping was at work, listlessly writing up a re-

port when she heard Liu calling her from the adjacent 

office. Your phone, Liu said. Who is it? How did you 

end up getting the call? Liu looked embarrassed and 

mumbled an inaudible response. Qingping took the 

call. Hello, who’s speaking please? she said. Who are 

you? the other party said. Qingping gave her name, 

and the other person said they were calling from the 

neighborhood police station. Qingping was confused 

at first, but then she broke out in a cold sweat, and her 

startled eyes began to mist over. Nonetheless, she no-

ticed her colleagues straining to hear her words, look-

ing thrilled or pensive or scornful. 

By the time Qingping saw Zhu Jun, it was eve-

ning. I know you folks can afford it, said the policeman 

processing his case, but even so! See what a beautiful 

wife you have – why would you even want to get up to 

anything on the side? His rueful words made Zhu Jun 

smile. 

Well, now we’re even! Zhu Jun said as he stepped 

out of the police station. 

At first, Qingping barely even knew what those 

words meant. When she finally realized what he was 

saying, she felt faint. Zhu Jun locked himself in the 

study when they got home. Qingping knocked. She 

kept knocking patiently, and gently calling Zhu Jun’s 

name. Open the door, Zhu Jun. Zhu Jun, open the 

door. Zhu Jun. Zhu Jun, open the door. 

Zhu Jun’s blank face appeared. Let’s get a divorce, 

he said. 

Tears blurred her vision. Qingping leaned weakly 

against the wall. Let’s talk this through, Zhu Jun. 

Are you saying you’re ready to forgive me? Zhu 

Jun sneered. 

Yes, Qingping said. I forgive you. I forgive you ev-

erything. I’ll go along with anything. 

How generous of you, Zhu Jun said, and laughed. 

Do you want to know how I solved the case? he 
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smiled cryptically. You bathed twice that night, he said, 

speaking slowly. That’s not what you’d usually do. You 

aren’t that obsessed with hygiene. So I sniffed at your 

crotch – I might have allergies, but they don’t affect 

my sense of smell. Then I obtained your cell phone 

records for evidence. See, your husband might not be 

good for anything else, but he can solve a case. 

Zhu Jun… 

I’m supposed to be grateful to you, is that it. 

Zhu Jun… 

Enough! Zhu Jun dodged past her. This is humili-

ating, he said quietly. 

Qingping looked hard at him. Forgive me. Forgive 

me. I wanted things to be better for you, believe me, I 

just thought you’d be less stressed out, I was wrong, I’m 

afraid… please forgive me? 

Never. Zhu Jun turned to go back into the study. 

Zhu Jun, let’s not get divorced. Zhu Jun. Qingping 

threw herself at him and clung to his legs. You love 

me, right? 

I love prostitutes! Zhu Jun said. Are you one? 

Zhu Jun… 

Say you’re a prostitute and we won’t have to get 

divorced. Say, I’m a prostitute. Or, I’m a whore. Just 

say it once. Say it. Zhu Jun’s tone was gentle. He bent 

down so that his face was 20 centimeters from Qing-

ping’s face. His breath made her face itch. 

You can either say the words, or not, he said smil-

ing. 

I… 

I get Yingying and you get the apartment, Zhu Jun 

said. His feet twitched as if he were about to get up. 

No! Qingping picked herself up off the floor im-

mediately. I’m a whore I’m a whore I’m a whore. Zhu 

Jun watched as she quickly blocked the door to the 

study with her body. 

Zhu Jun became busier and busier. He was soon 

made deputy head of the department when the for-

mer deputy head was suddenly moved to another city. 

People speculated that it was because all the other em-

ployees were either inexperienced or had been there 

too long. By comparison, Zhu Jun was experienced, 

capable, and on a regular contract – so naturally the 

position was his. Even though there was an element of 

luck in his promotion, people still began to treat him 

differently. He began standing up straighter with his 

hands behind his back, just like a boss. When he got 

home, that smug oily look stayed on his face even after 

he’d taken his suit off. He’d sink into the sofa and turn 

the television on, never once getting up except to eat 

dinner or use the bathroom. If he needed something, 

he’d tell Yingying to get it for him. When Qingping 

was done with her chores, she’d wait around and race 

Yingying to get anything Zhu Jun wanted, laugh-

ing. She’d leap up if he so much as cleared his throat, 

the way she did when she was a child and the teacher 

said class was about to begin. At one point Zhu Jun 

caught cold, and apart from bringing medicine, water, 

and a towel, she also got up every time he so much as 

coughed. If Zhu Jun could kill with looks, she’d have 

died many times over. When she realized he’d only 

coughed, she’d just rub her hands, smile apologetical-

ly, and sit back down. Zhu Jun never asked Qingping 

to get anything for him – he always addressed Yingy-

ing. So she had to anticipate what he wanted. She 

didn’t dare look directly at him. Instead she looked 

sidelong at his blank expression, trying to divine the 

wishes beneath it. If she guessed wrongly and got him 

the wrong thing, Zhu Jun would look up at her with a 

calm expression, a sort of despondent gaze. Sometimes 

a whole evening would go by without his giving any 

orders. Qingping would be crestfallen. She’d bite her 

nails, trim her fingernails and toenails, or yell at Yin-

gying. 
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Qingping’s periods began to come several times 

a month, and her underwear was stained with blood 

almost every day, as if to prove a point. Her face grew 

drawn and pale, and she was lethargic. But if Zhu Jun 

leaned over at night, she’d suddenly become energetic. 

Even though Zhu Jun hadn’t asked her to, she kept 

repeating those three words, shouting them at the top 

of her voice. Eventually, they couldn’t make love un-

less she was yelling those three words. Every day she 

had to surreptitiously bury a menstrual pad deep in 

the garbage can. One day Zhu Jun saw her doing it. 

Unable to hide his disgust, he walked quickly to the 

bathroom to retch into the sink. 

One afternoon, Qingping was simmering a Chi-

nese medicinal brew on the stove when the doorbell 

rang. A girl stood outside. She wore pale green eye-

shadow that made her single eyelids look chic and 

beautiful. She was half a head taller than Qingping 

with a ponytail that reached all the way down her back, 

and she laughed and addressed Qingping respectfully. 

I’m here to get a computer disk, Mr. Zhu asked me to 

come. My name is Dong. Qingping stood in the door-

way for a while before letting the girl in. She was the 

daughter of the department head, Mr. Ding, and had 

just been allocated to the department after graduating 

from university. As soon as she came in, she asked: may 

I see your study? I’d love to take a look at Mr. Zhu’s 

books. Qingping brought her a glass of water. Sure, 

please go ahead. Dong took a book from the shelf and 

leafed through it. No wonder Mr. Zhu knows so many 

things, she said. What a big bookcase. Dong sniffed 

and said, what a bitter smell. What are you cooking, 

Mrs. Zhu? Call me Qingping, Qingping said. Qing, 

ping, what an elegant name, Dong said. Have a seat, 

Qingping smiled. He’ll be back soon. 

Qingping went to turn the stove off. Dong fol-

lowed her into the kitchen. Oh, are you brewing 

medicine? Are you ill? Qingping smiled. Mr. Zhu says 

you have a weak constitution, that you’re often having 

to take medicine. Then there was a sound in the door, 

and Dong darted out of the kitchen. Before long, Zhu 

Jun appeared in the doorway. Is the medicine ready? 

he said. Qingping pursed her lips and glared at him. 

You’d better drink it while it’s hot, he said as he went 

into the room. Zhu Jun didn’t come into the kitchen 

again. He and Dong put their heads together in front 

of the computer, looking at something or other. When 

Yingying got home from school, she put her bag down, 

came into the kitchen to get a sausage to snack on, 

and skipped into the study munching on it. Soon the 

sound of her and Dong’s giggles could be heard in the 

kitchen. Qingping was busy chopping carrots when 

Dong said in the living room, Qingping, I’m heading 

out now! She didn’t even hear her. Zhu Jun walked 

Dong downstairs. As he held open the door of the cab 

for her, he saw Qingping’s face at the window. At din-

ner, Zhu Jun said nothing about Dong, while Yingy-

ing kept chattering about how much fun it was to play 

with Big Sister Dong. Qingping hit Yingying’s hand 

sharply with her chopsticks. Don’t talk while you’re 

eating, she said harshly. Yingying’s mouth was still full. 

Her eyes filled with tears as she rubbed the back of her 

hand. I’ve said it a hundred times, Qingping said. You 

eat with your right hand and hold the bowl with your 

left. Does everything just go in one ear and out the 

other with you? Zhu Jun put a few pieces of sausage in 

Yingying’s bowl. Be a good girl, Yingying, eat up, he 

said. Yingying began to sob, rubbing her eyes with the 

backs of her hands. Stupid mama! I hate mama! Mama 

is bad! 

The television was on. Zhu Jun was lying on the 

sofa as he usually did, while Qingping sat on the sofa 

chair. Yingying let out a scream in her sleep. Qingping 

got up quickly to go check on her, bumping the coffee 
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table and spilling a cup of water. Zhu Jun’s brow fur-

rowed. When Qingping sat back down, he said, your 

temper’s gotten worse. Sorry, what? said Qingping. 

Can’t you raise your voice a bit less? Zhu Jun said. 

You’re making us all nervous. He got up and reached 

out. Qingping quickly handed him the cup. Zhu Jun 

took a sip and asked, have you taken your medicine 

yet? Not yet, she said. Not yet? Zhu Jun thundered, 

slamming his cup down on the table. Bring it over! 

Zhu Jun watched, unblinking, as Qingping emp-

tied the bowl of medicine. Then his brow unfurrowed. 

You’ve got to drink up to get better, he said. Then he 

sipped contentedly at his tea and picked up the remote 

to change the channel, waving it at Qingping for her 

to get out of the way. Qingping dashed her bowl to the 

floor. What are you going to do to her? she said. Zhu 

Jun looked at the pieces of broken bowl on the floor 

and said nothing. Qingping stared at him, her hair di-

sheveled, a trace of the yellow medicine on her lips. 

Qingping finally fell asleep in the white hospital 

room. There she had the best sleep of her life. She 

slept for a whole day and night. When she woke up, 

the room was full of people. Even the department 

head, Mr. Ding, was there. How did you end up faint-

ing? You do have quite a weak constitution, he said. 

Take care of yourself – after all, the body is the foun-

dation of the revolution. Qingping wouldn’t look him 

in the eye. Thank you for your concern, she said softly. 

Mr. Ding told his secretary to go and get the doctor. 

When they were alone, he asked, does Zhu Jun know? 

No, he doesn’t, Qingping said. A smile came over the 

man’s gnarled face. I could just tell that you’re the 

kind of person who can keep a secret, he said. Zhu Jun 

came to see me. We’ll make sure he gets on a regular 

contract. So you just relax. Nothing to worry about. 

Mr. Ding got up slowly to leave. He gave the doctor 

some instructions and got to the elevator just as Dong 

and Zhu Jun were coming out of it. 

No, but I want to visit Qingping, she could hear 

Dong saying. But I waaant to. Go ahead and leave 

first. Come on, Zhu Jun, let’s go. 

Dong’s face appeared at the bedside. Qingping 

smiled weakly at her. You really do look ill, Dong said. 

With a constitution like yours, how can you take care 

of Yingying or Zhu Jun? Dong shook the water bottles 

at the bedside and, discovering that they were empty, 

went to fill them. Zhu Jun studied her face darkly. In 

only two days, she’d become even paler, her eyes sunk-

en, her hair lifeless. He lit a cigarette and paced about 

the room. 

You can’t smoke here! Do you want to kill Qing-

ping? Dong came into the room with a bottle of water 

and snatched his cigarette from him. She put it out and 

tossed it into the bin. Then she turned to Qingping 

and smiled. Get up, I’ll brush your hair for you, she 

said. Zhu Jun watched her struggle to prop Qingping 

up in bed and said, don’t be silly now. But Dong had 

already gotten Qingping to sit up. She made a face at 

Zhu Jun. Then she pulled a comb out of her purse and 

began to comb Qingping’s hair. When she brushed it, 

a few strands of hair fell out, and then a few more. Get 

out of here! Zhu Jun said, pointing at a stunned Dong 

with a wild look on his face. At Zhu Jun’s outburst, 

tears came into both Qingping and Dong’s eyes. This 

happens every autumn, Qingping said. What are you 

being so mean for, Dong said. It’s not like I knew her 

hair comes out. Right, well what do you know? Zhu 

Jun said. What do you think you know? I’m telling 

you, I’m not interested in you! Get it? Now get out of 

here! Right now! 

Wait, what did you just say? Dong said. Sure, I 

can leave right now but I won’t ever come back. Zhu 

Jun swiftly picked her up and hauled her out of the 

room, setting her down by the elevator. When the 
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elevator bell rang, he hustled Dong in. He waited un-

til the overhead display said the elevator had reached 

the ground floor. Then he went back into Qingping’s 

room and slammed the door shut, still panting, lit 

a cigarette, and began pacing like a trapped animal 

again. Suddenly, the door burst open. Dong was biting 

her lower lip and staring at Zhu Jun. So it’s my father 

you’re interested in, is that right? she said. You’ve 

never been interested in me, just my father! They all 

say you want really badly to be promoted, to be an of-

ficial. You’re a dirty old man! Am I just the key to your 

goals, Zhu Jun? She began to sob, tears falling, as she 

strode up to Zhu Jun. They both thought she was go-

ing to slap him, but instead she snatched the cigarette 

from him. You know what, I’ve never been all that into 

you either, she shouted. Qingping, I didn’t want to be 

a homewrecker, that’s all in Zhu Jun’s mind. 

Finally, she stepped hard on the cigarette, putting 

it out. Then she was gone. Zhu Jun sat dejectedly on 

the bed. He curled up and put his head between Qing-

ping’s legs. 

She put her hand on his head. Never mind her, 

Zhu Jun, she’s just a child. You can come after me in-

stead. 

After a minor gynecological surgery, Qingping was 

discharged. But the hospital room didn’t stay empty 

for long. It was Zhu Jun’s turn next. Qingping spent 

her days haunting the hospital like a flat shadow while 

Zhu Jun stared calmly at the ceiling. Outside, the 

leaves were falling. Zhu Jun had sinus cancer. The ap-

parent nose allergies were only a cover for his cancer. 

Qingping couldn’t help thinking that it had all started 

that one day. 

Everything changed that day, Qingping said. It 

was my mistake. Even when you were a contract work-

er, we could pay our bills, we had Yingying. I was too 

greedy. 

I’m feeling good now, said Zhu Jun. I finally feel at 

peace. 

There was a tiny devil inside me who wanted me 

to hurt you all, he said, pointing at his chest. It wanted 

me to hurt you and Dong and her father. You all owed 

me, and only hurting you would solve my problems. 

Revenge. I had to torment you in order to get satisfac-

tion, but somehow, I only made things worse. Every-

thing I did to you, I ended up just inflicting on myself. 

Qingping, now that I’m about to die, I’m being honest 

with you: I’m feeling good. I’m not just saying this to 

make you feel better. Do you believe me? 

I don’t. You aren’t going to die. 

Then will you forgive me? 

It depends, Qingping said, tears in her eyes. If you 

come home soon, I’ll forgive you. If you don’t come 

home, if you don’t come home soon, I won’t. 

Outside the window, a leaf drifted through the air 

and wafted onto the windowsill, where it chuckled at 

them. 

Translated by Chenxin Jiang
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B

Night Train
By Wen Zhen

夜车

1 

y the time Lao Song left the hospital, he 

knew the score. He said he wanted us to 

travel together, to somewhere faraway, and 

I agreed without a moment’s hesitation. He 

requested that we go by train, and I didn’t even ask 

whether this was for old time’s sake – we threw some 

belongings together, bought tickets, and were on the 

train by evening. 

Riding a night train, I always have the sense I’m 

galloping through the dreams of strangers. The distant 

points of light flashing past the windows are reminders 

of other people’s tranquil lives, f leetingly inverted in 

our own rippling waters. We went to splash our faces 

and rinse our mouths before lights out, then lay on 

our bunks like two top-tailing fish in an icebox. We 

listened to the rumble of the train along the tracks, 

eyes closed to the phantoms f litting past behind the 

curtains. Our hands clung together through the safety 

railings. 

We were on one of the green trains, the K497 to 

Jiagedaqi. It wasn’t yet Spring Festival season, and the 

carriage was almost empty. The outside temperature 

must have been around minus fifteen and air was leak-

ing in from somewhere, making the carriage feel cold, 

even with blankets on top of our coats. Every so often, 

a gust of wind blew open the flimsy curtains, and the 

distant mountain peaks suddenly loomed right over us, 

like the wide-open jaws of a wild animal. Unsettled, I 

squeezed Lao Song’s hand a little tighter, and caught 

him watching me through the darkness, his eyes 

gleaming. 

“Want to get down and go for a smoke at the end 

of the carriage,” he said, softly. 

I felt reluctant to move. I thought it over, then 

said: “Sure.” 

An old man was already out there, having a ciga-

rette. He glanced at us without interest, then con-

tinued standing guard by the ashtray. There were no 

curtains over the vestibule windows, and outside it was 

pitch black. 

We lit our cigarettes and started smoking. For a 

moment, the three of us puffed away in unison, white 

cigarette smoke curling its way around the vestibule. 

Someone – a woman – coughed inside the toilet. Lao 

Song gave me a look, his eyes bright. I knew what 

he was thinking. We’d watched a foreign porn film 

together once, set in a train toilet. It wouldn’t have 

worked here, though; it was too dirty, and there were 

people everywhere. Whatever China might lack, one 

thing it isn’t short of is people. As far as that uptight 

grandpa was concerned, for example, the two of us 

were nothing but an annoyance, and the best he could 

hope was that we’d leave as soon as possible if he ig-

nored us. 

A loud flush sounded inside the toilet. Soon after, 

a woman came out, her hair in disarray. I recognised 

her as the forty-something year-old woman who’d 

been sitting at the table in our compartment, with a 

boy of about seven or eight. She’d spent the whole 

journey looking at her phone, speaking only to give 

out orders: drink some water! Eat an apple! Sit down 

and stop fidgeting! She was very strict. 
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I’d asked Lao Song, in a whisper, whether he 

thought she could be a child trafficker. He’d said no, 

because the child was too old. He was fairer than 

the average country kid, but didn’t look Westernised 

enough to be from the city. Neither did he seem par-

ticularly frightened. 

And now, here was the suspected child trafficker 

exiting the toilet. The toilet window was cracked 

open, so the second she opened the door we were as-

saulted by a rush of fiercely cold, foul-smelling air. I 

shuddered. It would be madness to get intimate in that 

kind of a toilet. 

I glanced at Lao Song, and he understood. We 

stubbed out our cigarettes and returned to our bunks, 

which were shrouded in the stench of feet and instant 

noodles. I climbed up first into the darkness, groping 

around to check my bag was still on my pillow. I heard 

the rustle of movement behind me, as he climbed up, 

too. 

This time, we didn’t hold hands. “Let’s sleep,” he 

said to me, under his breath. 

My blanket had a smell to it that I couldn’t quite 

place. I lowered it a little, so that it wouldn’t touch my 

mouth. “Yes,” I said. 

2 

I awoke the next morning to brilliant sunshine. 

The kind of piercing light that made me sure it must 

have snowed. People were yelling from the vestibule 

that there was no water left. I looked across at Lao 

Song, lying curled up with his back to me. I had the 

sudden thought that he had died, and I poked at him, 

my blood cold, until finally he turned a sleepy-eyed 

head towards me and asked, “Are we there?” 

“No,” I said. “I just wanted to see whether you 

were awake.” 

There were another two hours before we would 

arrive at the station. The towns and villages we’d 

passed in the night were all far behind us. In the day-

light, it was as though they’d never existed, or else 

as though they were part of something that had hap-

pened a long time ago, in the very distant past. The 

woman was not at the table; I assumed she must have 

left with the child in the middle of the night. 

I hadn’t undressed to go to sleep, and now I had 

the yeasty body odour of a night spent in my clothes. 

The early morning heating in the carriage was set es-

pecially high, and I could feel my feet sweating inside 

my socks, and beads of sweat running down my back. 

I looked helplessly through the window as our metal 

box snaked across a minus twenty-five degree wonder-

land of ice and snow, which offered not the slightest 

relief from the sweltering heat inside the carriage. 

“Lao Song, it snowed.” 

He ignored me. After he got up, he went straight 

to the window and f licked exuberantly through his 

guidebook. “Take a look at this!” he exclaimed. 

Jiagedaqi shares a border with Oroqen Autono-

mous Banner in the south and west, and Heilongjiang’s 

Songling district in the north. 

I read it aloud. 

“It’s a pretty ordinary introduction. What about 

it?” 

“You don’t see the problem?” 

“What problem?” 

“Read this part.” 

Jiagedaqi is located in the north-west of Hei-

longjiang province, on the south-eastern slopes of the 

Daxing’anling mountain range, within the borders of 

Inner Mongolia’s Oroqen Autonomous Banner. 

“So, is this place in Heilongjiang or Inner Mongo-

lia?” 

I finally understood the fuss. 
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“It’s an extremely unusual city. Technically speak-

ing, it’s an enormous enclave, lying unequivocally 

within the borders of Inner Mongolia, yet belonging 

to Heilongjiang. It’s the capital of Daxing’aning pre-

fecture.” 

Immensely pleased with himself, Lao Song contin-

ued reading: 

To this day, Daxing’anling is the only “prefecture” 

in the Dongbei region of northeast China. Its capital, 

Jiagedaqi, is the seat of the local government offices. 

With a population of over 120,000, Jiagedaqi is the 

size of a prefecture-level city, but urban development 

in the area has proven difficult. A major reason for 

this is that Daxing’anling prefecture straddles two 

provinces. Jiagedaqi and Songling, two districts under 

its jurisdiction, ought to form part of Heilongjiang 

province but, in fact, both are located in Inner Mon-

golia. This has resulted in the creation of an unofficial 

“two-track” structure… As Jiagedaqi and Songling, 

from a geographical perspective, belong to the Oro-

qen Autonomous Banner, the Heilongjiang provincial 

government is required to pay a fixed, yearly sum to 

the government of Inner Mongolia… Hulunbuir city 

and Oroqen Autonomous Banner have made repeated 

requests to the government for the return of the two 

territories. However, due to issues of historical legacy, 

as well as disputes concerning forested areas and the 

interests of the national logging industry, it looks set 

to remain a thorny situation for the immediate fu-

ture… 

“This is really confusing.” I licked my lips. “You 

thirsty?” 

Lao Song snapped back from his grand foray into 

the oddities of China’s national geography, and turned 

feebly to face me, clutching his throat. 

“Really thirsty. I’m so parched I’m breathing 

smoke.” 

We had finished the two bottles of mineral water 

I’d brought with us. Back when I was at university, I’d 

known to bring a thermos mug with me every time I 

travelled by train, but I hadn’t thought about that for a 

long time. Not that it would have been much use, even 

if I had remembered, based on those shouts I’d heard 

from my bunk: No water, no water! If there wasn’t 

any cold water, there was unlikely to be any hot water, 

either – that many thirsty people, and someone would 

have thought to cool the hot water, and use it to wash 

and drink. There wouldn’t be a drop left. 

We’d have to wait for the train attendant to come 

past with the refreshment cart, and buy two more 

bottles then. I watched Lao Song’s cracked purple lips 

with concern; his complexion looked worse than it had 

the day before, when we’d boarded the train. 

To forget my worries about what this might mean, 

I wanted to go and lie with him in his bunk. I wanted 

to push the window wide open and let the bracing air 

of China’s northern plains come pouring in, abundant 

and free of charge. We would be as safe and happy as 

two grizzly bears, rocking back and forth beneath our 

quilt. 

Then came a rumbling sound, nearing us from 

afar: the refreshment trolley was finally on its way. 

3 

It was three thirty in the afternoon when we left 

the train at Jiagedaqi. It was freezing cold on the 

platform. When I first stepped out, it felt pleasantly 

cool; then I took a deep breath of air, the chill pierced 

the thick down of my coat, and I felt my whole body 

transform into a heavy iron anchor, frozen stiff, every 

step a struggle. Lao Song, for his part, looked to have 

become suddenly obese, swaddled in his overstuffed 

winter jacket. 
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Jiagedaqi is an administrative enclave, occupy-

ing over 1,200 square kilometres, upon which some 

120,000 people eke out a living. 

He kept up his spiel, even after we’d left the train. 

“I wonder whether they introduce themselves to 

people as from the Northeast or Inner Mongolia?” 

I interrupted him: “Why were you so keen on 

coming to this strange in-between place?” 

“Perhaps precisely because it’s an in-between 

place. Just like me.” 

He began cheerfully reciting a poem from our 

high school text book: “Some people live, but are al-

ready dead… Some people die, but carry on living.” 

“Save it,” I said. “Let’s go.” 

“This place controls the whole of Daxing’anling.” 

He pointed: “Follow this road north, and you get to 

Mohe county. The northernmost point in the country. 

You can see the northern lights.” 

He had never before expressed any desire to visit 

Mohe. I should have guessed that he’d be desperate to 

go, now it had become a possibility. 

The K7108 to Mudanjiang came to a halt along-

side the platform. Lao Song, still in the middle of talk-

ing, looked at it in wonder. 

“Now you want to go to Mudanjiang, too?” I said. 

“All because of that Nan Quan Mama pop song? It’s 

been over a decade since I heard that.” 

All around us, people were coming and going, 

carrying bags and dragging suitcases. Quick as a flash, 

Lao Song put his head down and started to croon: 

Who’s at the door singing Mudanjiang, I listen sadly 

to your soft voice… 

This was the chorus, which was a girl’s part. He 

made his voice high, getting into the role. Then he 

switched back to the slightly lower man’s part, singing: 

Can’t get back to the place called far away, ooo, can’t 

go back to the place called home… 

I paid no attention, and waited for him to fin-

ish. Since his illness, Lao Song had morphed from 

a science-y computer nerd into this travel-addicted 

jokester. It was quite the transformation, and I still 

wasn’t used to it. He seemed to be suddenly rediscov-

ering all the wonderful places the world had to offer. 

He also seemed to have suddenly rediscovered my ex-

istence. 

In this rush of nostalgia, Lao Song had gone to 

the special effort of booking a place for us to stay on-

line: an old Soviet-style house, renovated into a family 

guesthouse. We arrived at the station at three-thirty 

and then spent forever checking in at the hotel, only 

to discover there was an abundance of atmosphere, but 

not much in the way of central heating. The tiny bit 

of stuffy dry heat we’d carried with us off the train had 

long since dissipated in the freezing winter air. Luck-

ily, there was at least hot water in the bathroom. I had 

a f leeting shower, almost boiling off a layer of skin, 

then dived into the bed, which was cold as an icehouse 

and made me want to scream in shock. Lao Song gave 

his body a few quick wipes and came to join me, ice-

cold from head to toe. 

“It’s fucking freezing, what the hell happened to 

central heating? We have to change rooms. How can 

we stay here if we’re frozen to death? Fuck, I’m dying 

fast enough as it is.” 

Lao Song was furious, playing the tough man and 

spewing complaints in his adopted Beijing accent. His 

voice was shaking with cold; I was shivering just as 

hard. He put his arms around me. He had been bat-

tling out life in Beijing for over a decade, ever since 

he arrived as a student. Originally from Zhejiang, by 

now his voice was pure Beijinger. I thought of the 

Nan Quan Mama song he’d been singing when we’d 

just left the train: perhaps home really was a place we 

couldn’t go back to. For some inexplicable reason, I 
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found myself crying. 

When Lao Song saw, he panicked. Shaking, he 

tried to kiss away the tears. The attraction between us 

was like an animal frozen inside a block of ice, and the 

ice was melting, gradually revealing the outline within. 

Then, speeding up, the ice turned to steam, became a 

cauldron of piping hot soup. The central heating, too, 

had gradually come to life. Most likely the hotel had 

only just turned it on; they must have kept it switched 

off when there were no guests around, to save on bills. 

And so one thing led to another. We made the 

most of this thaw and, afterwards, lay sprawled on the 

bed, contented. 

“Before all this, I had no idea what I was missing,” 

said Lao Song. “We could have been having so much 

fun. It’s so much better when we don’t argue. There 

are still a million places I want to take you – Mohe, 

Mudanjiang, Istanbul, Kashgar, Cambodia, Luang 

Prabang… I was an idiot, I really was. I thought I had 

my whole life ahead of me, that I could take things 

slow.” 

I had my head resting on his arm, and was study-

ing a round fixture on the ceiling, trying to decide 

whether it was a light, or something else. I’ve never 

been able to figure this out for sure, and yet they’re on 

every hotel ceiling, standard issue. 
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After this outpouring of emotion, Lao Song was 

suddenly gloomy. 

“You haven’t truly forgiven me, have you? You just 

think I’ll be gone soon, so you take pity on me. In-

dulge me. Isn’t that so?” 

“We’ve been through this. Don’t say things like 

that.” I turned my back to him, so that my head was 

no longer on his arm. 

“For a long time, I hated you,” he said, under 

his breath, as though talking to himself. “I hated that 

you never had any time for me. I hated that you were 

always threatening to leave, that you preferred to go 

out to eat with your friends, that you’d go watch a film 

instead of coming home. I did everything I could to 

try to provoke you, but it was useless. Sometimes, I 

did feel like I’d let you down. When I was in business, 

drinking too much and making my liver hurt, I used 

to think to myself that life was too exhausting, and I’d 

be better off dead. If I died, I thought, then you’d be 

sorry you hadn’t treated me better. It’s funny, isn’t it: 

all of that just because I wanted you to be sorry, to feel 

torn apart with regret. And now it’s all come true and I 

find out, too late, that the fucker most torn apart with 

regret is me.” 

I was still angry at him for what he’d said earlier, 

about being gone soon. He hauled me around to face 

him, and made me look straight in his eyes. “I’m tell-

ing the truth,” he said. “Really.” 

There’s something slightly ridiculous about a 

man’s face when he cries. I steeled myself, and said: 

“What do I have to regret? I’m not the one who did 

anything wrong. I was always there. I didn’t go any-

where.” 

He fell silent and slowly stretched out his arm, in-

viting me to rest my head again. I tensed my neck, and 

stayed where I was. 

“You’re angry.” He sounded cheerful again. 

“You’re psycho,” I said. 

“Don’t be too nice to me all of a sudden. Don’t be 

nice to me just because I’m dying.” 

I clenched my teeth. “You’re scum. You don’t de-

serve people being nice to you.” 

I thought this would make him angry. But when 

I turned to look at him, he simply looked deep in 

thought. 

“Do you think that, deep down, perhaps everyone 

enjoys being scum?” he asked. “What if we’re all just 

incapable of being good to our partners? 

4 

Jiagedaqi was not a big city. It may have been a 

regional capital, but the whole place was falling apart. 

Cities usually liven up at night, but in Jiagedaqi the 

narrow, muddy streets stayed just the same, rising and 

falling beneath the yellow glow of the streetlights. It 

felt more like a city from the 70s or 80s. Apparently, 

there had already been quite a few snowfalls, and we 

were due for another that evening. We stopped in a 

little restaurant nearby for some noodles, and Lao 

Song declared himself certain we’d wake up to a beau-

tiful snowscape. But with 120,000 people scattered 

over one thousand and something square kilometres, I 

found it a horrifying prospect: we’d be just a couple of 

black specks in a vast expanse of white. 

I slightly regretted agreeing to accompany Lao 

Song to such a desolate place. It clearly wasn’t going 

to do his health any good, with the cold, the snow, 

and the damp. But he was in good spirits, saying it 

was only natural that the place was a bit backward. 

Since Heilongjiang couldn’t assume control of a city 

in annexed territory, and Inner Mongolia kept shout-

ing about wanting it back, neither side was willing to 

invest in developing the region, for fear that all the 
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benefits would be reaped by the other. 

“It’s important to have a sense of belonging, not to 

feel torn between two sides.” Lao Song kept talking as 

we made our way back to the guesthouse. “We should 

respect what’s been put down on paper.” 

I pretended not to catch the implied meaning be-

hind his statement. “But who cares about all that red 

tape nowadays?” I said. “It gets oppressive, don’t you 

think?” 

“It finally makes sense,” he carried on. “We need 

people to take care of us, to be with us at the end.” 

“I knew that’s what you were after.” 

“I’m not!” he said. “Not only that, anyway.” 

The next morning, we went for a short stroll 

through the city centre, back to being as stiff with one 

another as insects trapped in amber. With our hands 

stuffed in the pockets of his down overcoat, we looked 

as we had when we’d first started dating. Except, this 

time, his hands were ice cubes. One touch and we 

were both shivering. 

After asking around at the front desk, we finally 

established there was only one thing that merited the 

title “local specialty”: sesame sauce noodles. We found 

a busy restaurant in the city centre, and ordered two 

bowls. They were very dry, and didn’t seem all that 

special to us; Lao Song gave up after one mouthful, 

which he swallowed with some difficulty. The doctor 

had told me this was not uncommon and that, as far as 

possible, he should be eating nourishing, liquid foods. 

But Lao Song was not willing to live off rice porridge 

– he wanted to eat roasted kidneys and meat cooked 

on the bone. He really wanted to, but the reality was 

that he couldn’t get them down: he would simply sit 

there staring, watching the steam thin out as the meat 

turned cold. 

Jiagedaqi also had a Yang Guofu spicy soup outlet 

and a Wu Ming Yuan rice noodle joint. These made 

it seem just like any other nondescript northern city, 

where the fanciest brands around were low-end high 

street names like Guirenniao sports, Yishion fashion, 

Jeanswest and K-Boxing men’s outfitters. Every pro-

vincial town in China was the same, right down to the 

salesgirls standing bored senseless at the entrance to 

every store, looking like they’d been popped from the 

exact same mould. The locals rushing past never cast 

so much as a second glance inside. 

The barbecue stands were quiet in the after-

noons. Two women were cracking pumpkin seeds and 

chatting about family matters, playing with an over-

swaddled little kid from a neighbouring stall. Neither 

was there any daytime trade for the hairdresser’s next 

door; the insulating curtain over its door swooshed to 

one side and a girl walked out, her clothes bundled up 

against the cold, a gormless expression on her face. 

They were all laughing, adults and children alike. 

And it seemed to me that they would live like that for 

all the rest of the days under the sun. Cooking, falling 

in love, strolling around, having children, attending 

funeral services when someone died, then carrying on 

eating and drinking, just as before. My chest tight-

ened. It didn’t seem fair. 

“I’m just one tiny, insignificant little person,” said 

Lao Song, placidly. “When I die, the earth will keep 

turning, as it always does. If you want to keep going, 

you’ll just have to find a way to forget me.” 

I was shaken. How had he known what I was 

thinking? 

He pulled me to him, the knuckles on his thin 

hand protruding sharply. He stroked me. I lowered my 

eyes, and stopped watching the passers-by. 

“You’re sad again,” Lao Song chuckled. “You’re 

burying your head in the sand. The situation is what it 

is, what will be will be. Even if I’m not always good to 

you, at least you can be glad I’m not hiding anything 
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from you.” 

After a long pause, I said: “And you’ve never con-

sidered that this is its own form of cruelty? Telling me 

everything, no matter what, without ever pausing to 

think whether I can handle it.” 

“But you can handle it,” he said. “I know you. I 

can handle it, too. This is real life, it happens all the 

time.” 

“Can we talk about something else?” I was practi-

cally begging him. “Let’s talk about something happy, 

not always this same old thing.” 

“But there’s really nothing to get upset about. 

We’re just strolling about, taking in the sights. To tell 

the truth, everyone gets a little impatient sometimes. 

Waiting around is a frustrating business. It hurts. 

Sometimes, I think to myself that life is so tiring, I’m 

lucky I won’t make it to old age. You, on the other 

hand, will have to keep on fighting.” 

“I’m giving you one last chance.” I pulled away my 

hand. “Another word of this morbid talk, and I’m leav-

ing. Immediately. Right away. Don’t think I won’t do 

it!” 

He smiled and looked at me indulgently, as though 

regarding a petulant child. I hated it when he looked 

at me like that. It made me feel as though he were 

already a ghost, gazing down from on high, watching 

affectionately as I continued to stumble my way along 

this mortal coil, decades in the future. 

At the farmer’s market across the road, Lao Song 

had a sudden craving, and decided to buy half a kilo of 

oranges. He held one of the jewel-bright fruits in his 

hand, raising it proudly aloft. He said the colour was 

especially impressive when it caught the sunlight, like 

a Repin painting. 

“How about we go back and eat oranges in bed?” 

He lowered his voice, meaningfully. Rather than 

sounding romantic, it came off as slightly sleazy, but I 

welcomed this burst of playfulness. 

“Before we’ve even had dinner?” I said, equally 

meaningfully. 

“A little indulgence won’t kill you. And we’re run-

ning out of chances,” he replied. 

This sounded eerily familiar. In the early years of 

our relationship, we’d had a seemingly never-ending 

series of break-ups. The way you do when you’re 

young, the second things were a little difficult, we’d 

declare it over, saying that it simply wasn’t meant to 

be. Then he’d fight like a tiger to get me back and, 

every time, once we were lying there in bed, he’d fume 

with anger: “Keep acting like this, and who knows 

who you’ll end up with in future! We’re running out 

of chances.” 

The first few dozen times, he kept count; then he 

lost track and stopped counting altogether. We still ar-

gued, but the frequency gradually decreased. And so it 

went on, for years. Longer than the eight-year War of 

Resistance against Japan. 

We’d made a pact never to mention the illness. I 

kept my side of the bargain, but he was always break-

ing his. I hadn’t expected a cancer patient to have such 

a strong libido – perhaps because the liver is a reason-

able distance from the prostate, the cancer didn’t seem 

to affect it too much. And after seeing his medical 

report, I decided to go with it; I wasn’t going to turn 

him down. Perhaps I also thought: we’re running out 

of chances. 

In reality, I didn’t have to do much, just wrap my 

arms around this body I knew so well, its flesh frailer 

by the day. I pretended not to notice how his com-

plexion grew ever more grey and sunken, or how the 

chemotherapy left big handfuls of his hair on the pil-

low. I carried painkillers around with me, to give him 

whenever he complained of pain in his liver, fighting 

one poison with another. He was especially fond of or-
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anges, so when he wouldn’t take his medicine, I’d buy 

oranges and give him one for each dose. Once, I tasted 

the medicine and, to be honest, it wasn’t all that bitter. 

Perhaps he just felt like throwing a tantrum. And I felt 

like indulging him. It had never been this way before – 

in the past, it was all about fighting, sex, making up. 

Our families knew nothing of what was going on. 

We didn’t dare tell his mother the truth, instead main-

taining it was benign, and treatable. Otherwise, she’d 

never have let him step foot outside the hospital and 

would have come over wailing and banging her head 

on the floor. And the thing is, even when you’re in the 

hospital to die, they still put you through ten, twenty 

rounds of chemotherapy, so that in the end you barely 

resemble a human anymore. And then you die any-

way. I hadn’t said anything to my parents, either. They 

couldn’t have done anything to help. It didn’t seem 

worth it. 

So, in the end, it became our secret. A secret that 

seemed both as big as the sky and like some sort of 

children’s game. Sometimes, I felt like I was stupid to 

go along with it. But the doctor said Lao Song had 

left things too long and, treatment or no treatment, it 

wouldn’t make much difference. We’d been broken up 

a little over six months. He’d thought the pain in his 

liver was a manifestation of his anger towards me, and 

hadn’t gone to get it checked. By the time it was dis-

covered, it was too late. 

I’d imagined what would happen if he were to die 

while we were in bed. Calm, despite my obvious grief, 

I’d go by myself to call the doctor, and make a report 

to the police. But, in the end, no such thing ever hap-

pened. Every time, once we were done, he’d some-

how manage to haul himself up, even mustering the 

strength to get out of bed for paper towels, to clean 

up. 

“Maybe there’s been a mistake,” I said. “You don’t 

seem ill at all. You’ll live as long as one thousand tor-

toises and ten thousand turtles, all put together. Mil-

lions of years! I’ll be ashes, and you’ll still be walking 

this earth, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.” 

“Don’t talk like that,” said Lao Song. “I had hun-

dreds of tests and it’s truly hopeless. Besides, I never 

used to go this crazy for sex before I was diagnosed, 

did I? 

The heating in the room had ramped up to the 

point it was starting to feel like the train, hot and 

stuffy enough to drive a person mad. I forced open 

the locked window and a few snowflakes drifted in on 

the draft, landing on my arm like a series of icy kisses. 

As the sky darkened, we kissed, then kissed again. A 

f loundering moth appeared from somewhere – most 

likely the corridor, rather than outdoors. I wanted to 

chase it through the window but Lao Song stopped 

me, saying, “No, it’s minus twenty out there.” 

“But I’m scared of moths,” I said. “They drop 

dust.” 

“It might drop dust but it’s still a life,” he replied. 

“If we put it out, it’ll die for sure.” 

Lao Song had been especially gloomy and sen-

timental since his diagnosis. I tended not to say any-

thing when he came out with comments like this. I 

leaned against the headboard of the bed, watching the 

moth flap in lonely circles around the room, imagining 

the invisible dust raining down on me from its wings. 

My whole body itched. I wished it wasn’t there. 

“But what good is it for any future generations?” I 

couldn’t resist asking Lao Song. “Even if it makes it to 

spring, it’ll be in here all by itself.” 

“Perhaps it had a partner, and the partner’s dead.” 

“Dead and gone,” I said. “This one left alive must 

be unbearably lonely. It probably wants to die.” 

He stared at the moth with a sudden intensity. 

“You know what? I’m so happy we never had a child 
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together.” 

He certainly hadn’t felt that way before. Lao Song 

was always accusing me of not wanting kids. He piled 

on the pressure, telling me things his mother had said, 

making pointed remarks about how his family were 

crawling the walls with worry, saying I didn’t love him, 

that I was taking birth control behind his back. This 

was another of the things we argued about, over and 

over again. Later, a doctor sent him for some men’s 

health check-ups and the matter was finally cleared up: 

his sperm mobility was substandard. It makes sense, 

when you think about it: he was the sick one. 

And now it was coming to an end. All that re-

mained was the two of us, in this enclave where we 

knew no one at all, in a little guesthouse without any 

other guests. No children, no lovers, no past, no future 

– only one solitary moth, spiralling overhead. I rarely 

gave much thought to eternity but, in that moment, I 

wished time would stop where it was. 

He broke the silence: “When the time comes… 

don’t be too sad.” 

“What will it matter to you?” 

“In all the books and films and TV shows, dying 

people act a little mean, so that when they’re really 

dead, it’s easier on the people they leave behind. But 

I can’t bring myself to do it. I want you to miss me. 

I don’t want you to be too sad, but I don’t want you 

to be completely not sad, either. Don’t spend all your 

time missing me, but don’t forget me. I lived. I loved. 

Am I being selfish? Is it wrong of me to drag you 

around with me, to be talking to you like this?” 

I was on my guard. 

“Don’t be stupid about this,” I said. “Don’t go off 

and die somewhere far away, where I can’t find you. 

Don’t make me turn the world upside-down looking 

for you.” 

“Are you joking?” said Lao Song. “While I’m still 

capable of seeing you, I want to see you − every chance 

I can get.” 

To tell the truth, I didn’t like him when he went 

all sincere and affectionate. To put an end to it, we had 

sex again, only this time I didn’t feel any desire at all. 

Perhaps he didn’t, either. It just felt like something 

we should do, to confirm to ourselves the physical ex-

istence of the other. But something sounded wrong. 

Several times, he paused for a while, panting, then 

started again. 

“Okay?” I asked. 

He grit his teeth. 

“Yes,” he said. 

During that interminable process, I opened my 

eyes, and saw the sky still darkening outside the win-

dow. The last few snowflakes fluttered in the glow of 

the streetlights, whirling gently, then disappearing. 

That night, we seemed cut off from the rest of the 

world. I felt like I’d been dead a long time, and that it 

turned out dead people, too, made laborious, pointless 

love. And so it dragged on. 

5 

Originally, we had agreed to keep going until we 

reached a remote, snowy part of the Daxing’anling 

countryside. The idea was that we’d pick wild snow 

lotus, catch a pheasant, and cook up a restorative stew 

for Lao Song’s health. Ever since reading a newspaper 

article about the last Daxing’anling woodsman giving 

in and changing profession, and the hundreds of little 

log cabins abandoned out there in the snowy wastes, 

Lao Song had been like a man possessed: he wanted to 

go into the forest, dig for pine mushrooms, trap hares, 

build bonfires, and live in a little log cabin. He wanted 

to be a man of nature. Perhaps then he could escape 

the cycle of rebirth, and live forever. 
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And this was why we had set off into the frigid 

winter. I’d taken annual leave from my work. He 

hadn’t told his family about his illness, but he’d taken 

his doctor’s certificate in to show his boss. He re-

turned, beaming, to tell me: “You’ll never guess what, 

he looked as though he were already attending my fu-

neral.” 

Such a lighthearted attitude to life and death was 

not something I’d have expected from Lao Song. After 

I found out what happened, we were estranged, locked 

in a cold war for over six months, and it was during 

those six months that the symptoms first appeared – 

and rapidly worsened. Lao Song said it was payback, 

a kind of instant karmic retribution for the way he’d 

mistreated me. He laughed, and said, “It’ll be worth it, 

if I die in your arms. Just like we used to promise.” 

It was true that, when we were first dating, I liked 

to ask him what he would do if I died. To start with, 

he’d say, “If you died, I’d run to the roof of the teach-

ing block, and throw myself off.” I asked him again, a 

few years later, and he said, most likely, he’d weep for 

a while, then find another partner, a couple of years 

down the line. “I’d tell her how fond I was of you”, he 

said, “you’d never be forgotten”. Later still, I asked 

again, and he said, “Stop going on about it, it’s annoy-

ing.” 

Smashing things over the most trivial of issues. 

Storming out of the house. No sooner were we mar-

ried than it felt like it was over, and we floundered − 

terrified − in the swamp of our marriage. Because I 

expected too much of him, I was easily disappointed. 

I’d make things up, just to provoke him and watch him 

suffer; I kept announcing that I wanted to leave the 

country. But I never got any further than memorising 

foreign vocab on my subway rides. How was I ever 

really going to work up the nerve to go and struggle 

as a second-class citizen in some other country? Only 

some enormous, insurmountable calamity would have 

prompted me to go ahead with such a move. And, in 

peacetime, such an earth-shattering event seemed un-

likely. 

But then there really was an insurmountable ca-

lamity. Not Lao Song’s illness, but Lao Song’s affair. 

It was a year when our arguments were particu-

larly frequent. It had started fairly well − we were still 

travelling to and from work together, even scrolling 

through group-discount sites together from time to 

time, ordering in bargain gourmet foods. It was our 

fourth year of being married; our seventh of being 

together. We were together three years before we 

married, so perhaps it all came down to some kind of 

seven-year itch. I don’t know the exact day it started, 

but he suddenly accused me of being too stubborn, 

saying I would never admit to being wrong. I asked 

him whether he’d been infected by some kind of ma-

cho man cancer, demanding to know where this sud-

den bout of male chauvinism had sprung from? 

We went out for a walk, and he messed up again. 

“It’s funny,” he said. “Holding your hand feels just like 

holding my own.” 

At first, I thought he was being sweet, but later I 

realised that he was saying he didn’t feel anything. 

In the past, I’d picked on him, but that year it was 

him picking on me, over every little thing − my habits, 

my hobbies − until I lost my temper. He didn’t try to 

calm me down when I was angry; if I opened the car 

door and ran off, he’d simply drive on without me. 

And there I’d be again, eyes streaming tears, left to 

make my own way home via a series of buses. Back 

then, divorce still seemed the most terrifying of out-

comes, but we both brought it up, not having any idea 

what to do for the best. Every time, though, we each 

had our reasons not to. And so it dragged on. My first 

thought every morning was: “Why is he treating me 
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like this?” I hated him. To tell the truth, I wished him 

dead on more than one occasion. 

Every so often, we’d both be home, and I’d be in 

the mood for cooking. He’d barely eat, and before 

he’d said so much as a couple of sentences, we’d be ar-

guing again. Once, I opened the door and told him to 

get out, hurling all his untouched food onto the floor 

in front of him. Then he really did get out. The most 

ridiculous time was when we made a point of leaving 

the house at separate times, only to come face to face 

outside the public library. He looked slightly pleased 

to see me there, announcing: “I’m returning some 

books, then I’ve plans to be elsewhere, so you’ll have 

the house to yourself tonight. Maybe you can reflect 

on how you’ve treated me.” 

“Funny,” I replied, “why is it you never feel the 

need to reflect on how you’re treating me?” 

For a year, we battled on like this. During the 

Spring Festival, my family could see he wasn’t treating 

me the way he used to − he wasn’t listening to a word I 

said, and we were bickering over every tiny thing. 

“Let’s get a divorce,” I said to him, once we’d 

made it through the celebrations. 

He asked why. 

“This is a waste of time,” I replied. “We’re wear-

ing away each other’s self-esteem, getting more and 

more dissatisfied, losing all hope for the future, and it 

doesn’t have to be this way. We don’t have children, so 

let’s make the most it and cut our losses now. Let’s of-

fer each other a way out of all this.” 

It just so happened to be Valentine’s Day. In the 

lamplight, he looked at me for a long while. I just so 

happened to be wearing a pair of pyjamas he’d bought 

for me back when we were dating, featuring two little 

bears holding hands, sniffing sweetly at some flowers. 

A hint of emotion crept into his expression. A little 

while later, he said: “I think you’ve found someone 

else.” 

“That’s psycho,” I said. 

“Last year, I read your diary.” He seemed to have 

made up his mind. He had the air of someone throw-

ing down their trump card. 

I was shocked. I had written about someone in my 

diary, but it was a total work of fiction. I wasn’t a writ-

er, but I’d loved literature for years and when married 

life proved uninspiring, I’d fantasised about an ador-

ing boyfriend, in the first rush of love. I’d forgotten all 

about him; it was just one of those things I’d vented in 

my diary. 

“You wrote about him with such tenderness and 

adoration… and everything was so vivid. What hap-

pened, the time, the place, the atmosphere. That’s 

when I knew for sure that you didn’t love me anymore, 

not even a little bit.” 

Lao Song sounded heart-broken. 

“And so I found someone else, too. I think she 

truly cares for me. And I… I care for her, too.” 

There’s no need to describe what happened next. 

The evening of that Valentine’s Day was utterly ruined 

by that one, single sentence. The man in my diary was 

a work of fiction; I had never had an affair, not in all 

those years. That “her” Lao Song was talking about, 

on the other hand, was a living, breathing human be-

ing. She was a client of his, and every few weeks they 

had the opportunity to meet in person. I grabbed his 

phone, and discovered that they had been texting back 

and forth that very evening. They were those kind of 

messages that are intentionally vague but loaded with 

hidden meaning. When I finished reading, I threw 

the phone out of the window. Twelfth floor. We were 

still in the first month of the lunar new year, and there 

were people setting off fireworks outside. As the phone 

hit the ground, a firework shot up with a loud bang. It 

was quite magnificent to behold, and seemed only fit-
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ting. 

I bit him, kicked him, slapped him around the 

face, screeched hysterically. He put up with the attack 

until he could stand it no more, then he fought back, 

although without much force. I hadn’t known I was ca-

pable of crying like that. I felt like the world was end-

ing. I ran downstairs to retrieve the phone, desperately 

searching through for that woman’s phone number. It 

was no use: Lao Song snatched it away from me, and I 

was no match for his strength. 

“Why not keep writing her messages?” I asked. 

“It’s Valentine’s Day, after all. Go on, keep on send-

ing them, why not? Why not keep sending them all 

night?” 

“You’re crazy,” was all he said in response. And yet 

there was a glimmer of happiness in his eyes. Perhaps 

he was the crazy one. 

After staying up fighting all night, he went to work 

as usual the next morning. I wept as I started to tidy 

up, and found myself crouched on the bathroom floor, 

crying so hard it felt impossible to move. My eyes in 

the mirror looked as red as those of an albino rabbit. 

Since the onset of our cold war, Lao Song had criti-

cised me constantly for being slack about housework. 

This time, I made sure there was not a single item 

dirty or out of place: I mopped the floors, washed our 

clothes, changed the bed sheets, scrubbed the toilet 

bowl. I wanted to make him feel sorrier than he ever 

had in his life. For some reason, that was a theme of 

our relationship − each of us going mad trying to make 

the other feel sorry. The whole of our courtship and 

marriage had been geared around it, and we were pre-

pared to do whatever it took to achieve that aim. 

I scrubbed the toilet so clean it could have just left 

the factory. Then, still crying, I threw together a few 

changes of clothes, some books, and some toiletries, 

and I left. I requested leave from work and removed 

the SIM card from my phone, throwing it in my bag 

and switching in a new one. I took the high-speed 

train to Tianjin, then the ferry from Tanggu harbour 

to the Penglai peninsula. During the crossing, I cried 

into the sea, gazing out to the horizon, planning how 

I’d find myself a deserted cliff and jump off. 

But by the time we came ashore I was hungry. I’d 

heard the seafood there was especially good. I found 

a little restaurant and, still crying, ordered myself a 

drink. I drank two big bottles of Qingdao beer, and 

polished off a pile of seafood: cuttlefish, oysters, sea 

hares. It all came to less than two hundred kuai. I 

swayed drunkenly back to the hotel and, when I woke 

the next morning, found I no longer felt so much like 

killing myself. Was it really worth it, over that asshole? 

But I still struggled to make sense of what had gone 

wrong over the last seven years, for us to have come to 

this. 

That seafood would be my last dinner on the pen-

insula; after that evening, I didn’t leave the hotel for 

one week straight. Every so often I’d go downstairs 

for the free breakfast but, aside from that, I slept, and 

when I woke up I cried, and when I tired of crying I 

turned on the television to watch some news, and then 

I slept again. After seven days, I’d finally had enough 

of my grieving ritual, and decided it was time for my 

rebirth. I was ready to go back into battle and face the 

world once again. I would put in my old SIM card, re-

turn to work, file for divorce, and flit back to the way 

things used to be, in the old days. 

The moment I switched SIM cards, I received a 

barrage of messages, mostly advertisements, or work 

notifications. And some from him. “Where are you, 

come back soon, come back so we can talk,” that kind 

of thing. No “I’m sorry.” No “I love you.” 

I didn’t reply. 

I felt oddly calm on the ferry crossing, looking out 
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on the blue-grey sea. I hadn’t killed myself and I didn’t 

think I’d feel the urge again in the future, either. It 

was as though I’d left a version of myself behind on 

Penglai, and been reborn into a new body. Life, death, 

rebirth, so the cycle carries on. I didn’t feel bitter, but 

neither did I feel I could ever believe in love again. Or, 

I should say, believe in the thing I once thought was 

love. 

Back in Beijing, I rented a little room close to 

work. Lao Song called me from time to time, but I 

never picked up, just let it ring. He’d wait a few days, 

then try again. Sometimes, in a fit of desperation, he’d 

call two or three times in a row, but I still wouldn’t an-

swer. He called my office phone, but I hung up as soon 

as I heard his voice. 

He sent me a text message, saying he was sorry. 

“I know you can never forgive me, but I hope we can 

meet one more time, to talk this through.” 

I deleted the message, and did not write back. A 

few days later, I sent him the divorce papers. At long 

last, he left me alone. 

He left me alone for seven or eight months. In 

October, when I’d finally weaned myself off sleeping 

pills and started to make it through the night without 

waking up from a nightmare in tears, I received a mes-

sage from Lao Song: “I’m dying. I’d like to see you 

one last time before I go.” 

“He always has to be so melodramatic,” I thought, 

with disgust. 

Two days later, he appeared at the entrance to my 

office as I was finishing work. I was shocked at the 

state of him: he was thin as a ghost − a ghost with a 

waxy yellow complexion. I’d also lost some weight, but 

it was clear he’d lost a lot more. If we’d been compet-

ing to see who suffered the most over the course of 

our cold war, he’d have won this round. 

He stood watching me from the doorway, unable 

to tear his eyes away. It was as though he hadn’t seen 

me for years, and he needed to make absolutely sure I 

were really there. He was holding a piece of paper and 

looking slightly pleased with himself. 

I went over. Icily, I took the piece of paper from 

him, assuming it was our divorce contract. 

“Did you sign it?” I asked. Then I looked down, 

read through, and laughed. “Lao Song, where the hell 

did you get this grisly thing. You’re taking this whole 

act of yours a little too far.” 

He didn’t answer. “You’re much thinner,” he said. 

I couldn’t help myself; I burst into tears. Not 

because of my feelings for him, but because of his 

tenderness towards me. I managed to keep smiling. I 

looked up at him, and through the haze of the tears all 

I could see were his trembling lips. 

“It’s a shame you never made it to the Oscars, big 

guy,” I said. “You got me, you win. Happy?” 

He said nothing, just carried on staring at me 

blankly, with that horrendous colour to his face. 

I kept a stiff smile plastered to my face but gradu-

ally it stopped being a smile, and I started to shake. 

I shook so violently that I alarmed even myself; my 

knees were knocking together, and my whole body 

lurching from side to side. The hand holding the sheet 

of paper trembled uncontrollably. The two of us stood 

there in the late autumn dusk, shaking like two Par-

kinson’s sufferers, unable to get a word out. 

“Do you know what I was thinking, in that mo-

ment?” I asked Lao Song, later on. “I was thinking 

that saying you never want to see another person ever 

again isn’t the kind of thing to throw around lightly.” 

6 

We travelled from Jiagedaqi to Yi’ershi, then on 

to the Daxing’anling border. We hadn’t quite made it 
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into the Axlan forest park proper when Lao Song de-

teriorated dramatically. The pain in his liver was ago-

nising and, when it was at its worst, his hands and feet 

turned violet. He writhed on the bed, everything pro-

ceeding just as it does in books: “a waxen complexion, 

beads of sweat the size of beans”. Any further intimacy 

was out of the question: his abdomen swelled up and 

could not be touched; one gentle knock and it erupted 

into an enormous purple bruise. One evening, he lost 

consciousness for twenty minutes or so, and when he 

woke up he coughed blood. It was a small quantity, 

and a dark, purplish-red, suggesting it came from a 

bleed somewhere in his digestive tract. He had con-

stant diarrhoea, despite the fact there was surely noth-

ing left for his body to expel − he hadn’t had a proper 

meal in days. 

We travelled through the night to get him to a 

hospital. The doctor looked as though he was seeing a 

ghost. 

“What are you doing running around outside with 

an illness this serious?” He asked. “Do you want to die 

out there?” Then he laid into me, too: “Are you his 

family or his mortal enemy? How could you let him 

do this?” 

“I know,” I said. “In two days, he’ll be back in the 

hospital in Beijing. We’re not going to Daxing’anling.” 

The doctor rolled his eyes at me, as though I were 

the most negligent family member he’d ever come 

across. He walked to the other end of the hospital 

ward, leaving us to ourselves. 

“I didn’t take you to see the little log cabin,” said 

Lao Song, lying back on his pillow. “Now we’ll have to 

wait for the next life.” 

For a while, I was crying too hard to speak. He 

carried on: “Remember we used to do that personal-

ity quiz, where we had to pick our dream house? I 

always chose a little log cabin, and you always went 

for a seaside villa. I used to think we wouldn’t make it 

very far as a couple, if we wanted such different things 

in life. No wonder you packed your bags and headed 

for Penglai, after we broke up. In those days you were 

gone, I tracked down details of your ferry tickets. Of 

course you were in Penglai, just as I’d thought. So at 

least I knew you weren’t punishing yourself. You ate 

seafood, right? You had a few drinks?” 

I laughed, in spite of myself. “Yes, I ate seafood. 

Two hundred kuai of seafood. I was stuffed.” 

“I thought you’d never come back,” he said. “I 

finally realised, I really… I really… you know. Fuck, 

how come I never had trouble getting my words out 

with anyone else.” 

“I was planning to jump off a cliff once I was done 

with the seafood,” I said. “You have no idea how good 

those mantis shrimp were. And you have no idea how 

much of a bastard you were back then.” 

He stretched out his hand, straining to cover my 

mouth, to stop me saying anymore, but he couldn’t 

reach. His bony hand clutched vainly in the gloomy 

evening light. I brought my mouth closer, and let him 

cover it. He slowly turned away. I guessed he was cry-

ing. 

At university, we were always taking the train 

somewhere. And we always argued on the train, and 

getting off the train, and once we arrived at our des-

tination. Although, of course, the good times did still 

slightly outnumber the bad. Back then, we quite often 

couldn’t afford to travel sleeper; we might save up 

for two hard sleeper tickets on the way out, but on 

the return journey we’d be in the hard seat carriage. 

I thought about how, on those hard seater journeys, 

the sickly white lights were never turned out, mak-

ing everyone in the carriage look grey and defeated. 

Just as Lao Song did, now. For fear of pickpockets, we 

used to sleep in shifts, leaning against one another for 
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support. Once, he drooled onto my shoulder while he 

was sleeping. I wiped it off and then looked down at 

his slack, peaceful eyebrows, his nose, his mouth − all 

things I’d seen before − and had the sudden thought: 

“This is the closest I’ll be to any person in my life.” 

I teased him about it when he woke up. 

“And you think you never drool!” he said. “Last 

time, when you were lying with your head in my lap, 

my crotch was almost completely soaked! It looked as 

though I’d peed my pants.” 

We giggled about that for a long time. That was a 

journey when we didn’t fight. I’ll always remember it 

for that; it was especially good. 

We went back to Beijing. At Lao Song’s insistence, 

we took the train again. We even ended up on the 

same train as before, the K498. Two top bunks. 

This time, I remembered to buy a mug from the 

supermarket. But Lao Song said he wanted Fanta. He 

had always loved orange-f lavoured things. It didn’t 

matter whether they were real oranges or fizzy drinks. 

“Do you ever ask yourself why, when there are so 

many people, and when you’re so young… why this 

had to happen to you?” I asked him, out of the blue. 

“Do you ever think, Why me? What did I do wrong?” 

“Perhaps because I was in sales so long, and I 

drank heavily,” said Lao Song. “Perhaps because I was 

so angry with you.” 

“So you’re still blaming me.” 

“You’re right, I shouldn’t blame you.” He paused 

to think. “When all is said and done, I’m the one who 

messed up, and I let you down. I have always regretted 

it.” 

“I also made mistakes,” I said. “I…” 

He bent his head to drink some Fanta. He drank 

in minute little sips. One small bottle lasted him for 

hours. “I just… I just can’t talk about it anymore.” 

The train back was also a night train. Once again, 

a never-ending series of lights flashed past the window. 

Sometimes they were yellow, sometimes white. Some-

times they were green, like weak phosphorescence. I 

was afraid of the many unknown things lurking out 

there in darkness. Perhaps Lao Song was, too. I didn’t 

know how to ease his fears, other than to clasp his 

hand a little tighter. 

“We’ll never know whether or not that moth 

died,” said Lao Song, abruptly, the two of us staring 

fixedly out of the window. 

7 

The girl showed up at Lao Song’s funeral. That 

“her” of his. She stood a long way off, a little apart 

from the crowd, wearing a pair of oversized sunglasses. 

I’d never seen her before but, even from a distance, I 

knew who she was the moment I laid eyes on her. 

In that instant, the flickering shapes of the other 

people, the sounds of their talking and weeping, all 

faded into the background. Even the matter of Lao 

Song’s death seemed very far away. She was the only 

thing left in focus. She wasn’t as beautiful as I’d imag-

ined. She was just an ordinary person, although one 

thing was for sure: there was something of the old 

university-era me about her, right down to the way 

she wore her hair. A sharp, jaw-length bob. Lao Song 

always had liked the taste of oranges, whether it was 

Fanta or the real thing. 

I left the crowd and went to stand right in front of 

her. She had been looking down, but when she saw me 

approaching she quickly looked up, as though afraid 

I’d hit her. But of course I didn’t hit her. I even took 

the time to notice her outfit. She was not dressed all in 

black. Her woollen overcoat was a kind of dark mauve 

colour, and she was wearing a fake pearl brooch in 

place of a white flower. I, on the other hand, was wear-
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ing orange. Lao Song had so loved to eat oranges, my 

reasoning ran, that the last thing he saw should be just 

as sweet. 

We must have been a strange sight, two women 

standing face to face like that, not saying a word. She 

spoke first. She said: “Sorry.” 

I said: “It’s okay. I don’t blame you.” 

I couldn’t make out whether she had single or 

double eyelids, but I watched as two lines of tears 

leaked behind her sunglasses and ran down her cheeks. 

My face was reflected in her lenses, blank and slightly 

distorted. 

“After you left… we never saw one another again,” 

she said. “Was he in a lot of pain, at the end?” 

“When you were together, how could you not 

have noticed something was wrong?” I replied, unable 

to resist the dig. “If he’d gone to the doctor earlier, 

maybe he’d still be here.” 

She avoided answering, biting down hard on her 

lip. 

“We only ever met two or three times outside of 

work. He used to talk about you a lot. He said you 

were very beautiful. Now I’ve seen you, and you’re 

even more beautiful than I imagined.” 

I wanted to thank her but, at the same time, the 

idea made me slightly sick. I thought about it, and in 

the end I said nothing. 

She wiped the tears behind her glasses, and said 

she should be going. As she was leaving, she turned to 

say: “The last time I heard from Lao Song, he said he 

felt like he didn’t understand himself at all, and nei-

ther did he understand me. But he felt you were the 

one person he truly knew in this life, and you were the 

only one who knew him. I don’t understand why he 

told me this, but I thought you should know.” 

I watched the dark mauve woollen overcoat retreat 

into the distance. I didn’t understand why she’d told 

me this. Perhaps it was simply an attempt to comfort 

me. She didn’t seem even a little jealous of me. And 

the strange thing was, I didn’t feel even a little jealous 

of her, either. The man was dead, after all. Everything 

is always, always changing. 

After Lao Song passed away, I kept dreaming of 

that log cabin we never visited, in the middle of the 

woods. There was always dazzling sunshine, although 

it was gently spitting with rain, and the sky was a bril-

liant blue. Lao Song would walk over from a snowy 

little lane behind the cabin, chuckling to himself, hold-

ing something − sometimes it’d be a snowcock, some-

times a hare. In the dream, he had finally achieved 

immortality. Sometimes, I’d glimpse her flashing past 

in the background, her face still hidden behind her 

sunglasses. When it came to the question of who Lao 

Song had loved the most, neither of us had any way 

of ever knowing the truth. Perhaps even he had never 

been sure. But that’s the way things are: to love, not to 

love, to win, to lose − in the end, it doesn’t really mat-

ter. And so it often is, with these mortal affairs of ours. 

Translated by Natascha Bruce
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早春

Early Spring

On the wall of the empty house, the wind finds a

Half-finished peony

And 

Supports her in a long, airy embrace

There is a mother

Making breakfast on tiptoe

Outside the window

Rain patters scattered

Lotus standing amid dead stalks
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大河澎湃

River Surge

From the river, a silver-white fish

Leaps up

Shift our perspective, and we see the upright river

This fish and its inseparable wall

Suddenly torn apart

Once, as I rolled in hay

Inverted for a moment, I suddenly saw

Fish below

A murky yellow river poised on a

Crystalline, fragile

Center

Leap up

Rush toward an end

An impossible end
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硬木之名十四行

To Hardwood (In Fourteen Lines)

Is an oak made into an execution post against 

Its own will? The festering tumor on the tree trunk

Seems to open its wound to say

Everything is prepared: we need only to take it.

The punishment we entrusted to the tree countless centuries ago

Survived the torture of light and shadow, now becomes

Its great heart. What of taking sandalwood

And extracting the hilt of a sword, or taking the root of a wutong tree

And extracting a zither? Hardwood’s natural purity

Is mesmerizing. We press our ears against wood as if ears grew on

Its interior, the resonance that answers our

Severe ritual keeps secrets from spilling 

Like the zither that drew its being from the wutong, taking form from

This light drizzle, or the mysterious crack between us and the rain
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尘埃中的震动

Tremors in Dust
 

 

On this planet, I move carefully

Every step

A tremor on the smallest grain of dust

Will sink into another kind of life

Our bodies, not nearly so

Nimble as the crickets under the dried leaves

Our song to loneliness, still far from

The crickets’ lovely sound

At this moment I sit before the table

Squinting my eyes in a faceful of bright light

I see my father on top of the ruined wall’s

Ladder

Waving the large trimming shears 

He has been dead seven years

He should leave

His depression, his frequent (yet still flourishing) timidity

Should be expressed anew by the crickets

In a different tongue
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形迹之间

Between Expressions

A little girl in a bright red cotton coat, four or five years old,

Rides on the head of a worn-down Buddha

Singing innocent nonsense

Paying no attention to my observation

In the dusk

These two figures

Seem to be wrestling

Or coming together, supplicants one to the other

How can we come to love this

Same lump of clay, differently shaped?

This primordial living thing

This seemingly vibrant

Cell

This incomprehensible blow 

The little girl will eventually take off

The red coat, the Buddha will break free from stone

First one, then the other

The world’s desolations

Are never enough 

I am struck by the warmth in how the girl is eating candy 

I remember our parasitic existence, always so

Restless 

Eyes, pulled from our eyes

So many 

Eyes – of flying birds

Eyes – whistling

When a bitter wind whips by

Eyes – of lake water

Closing over my head

Every eye
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二者之间

Between the Two

At dawn, two things 

Surround my house 

Turtledove and willow

As I write,

Measured turtledove, indiscreet willow

As I drink tea,

Brimming turtledove, emptied willow

As I lose sleep,

Frantic turtledove, collected willow

As I meditate,

Contrarian turtledove, conciliatory willow

I move a little, the turtledove is lost

I stop

The willow returns 

Sight’s trust grows firm from touch

How many understand

These details?

I desperately want to capture

The willow’s turtledove, the turtledove’s willow

Only my heart

Has not sunk deep enough

Not enough to conjure such a vision

But the crevice between the two

Hosts my body

I wake up again in this separation
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在永失中

Amid Eternal Loss

I followed the shimmering straight line from Anhui into Sichuan

My eyes shut the whole way, and listened to thick, large raindrops’

Gravity as they smashed onto the windowpane, time’s

Slowly expanding waves in the iron

This time, this machine, cannot be described in words

It is as if I were still in my sturdy library

Listening as, through the four walls, bird calls from the night

Seep in, one thread of sound after another

Between this sound and that, dazedly separated by countless centuries

I think of Li Bai’s time, what crossed from Sichuan into Anhui

Were cliff apes and whirlpools from the river

But now, the high-speed rail is as a rifle 

Rushing with me into tunnel after tunnel

Of flickering, capricious space-time

600 li per hour is enough to revert a butterfly’s loneliness

To a pupa’s loneliness

On this journey I have lost countless walls

I lost birdcalls from southern Anhui’s mirage-like falcon

To the starling from Sichuan’s winding roads

The most painful loss of these few years:

In a Wudaokou back-alley 

I saw that version of me rise from a chair

Slowly approach 

Two of us sat face to face

In our vessels. The me 

on this side of the windowpane

Takes a nap. The me on that side sits in the mad 

flashes of careening, interminable loss
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无花无果的坟茔

The Barren Graveyard

Midway up the mountain is a large graveyard

The plants covering it have all been

Ripped out

Revealing unyielding brown earth

I expect that when the lush spring light comes

This place will still be

Flowerless, fruitless

To my Father, death is on

Our side of the divide

His few old shirts in the closet back home

Bitterly hang onto human form 

Some moments

They are still warm

Concerning the flowers of another world,

We only have inexhaustible

Guesses –

How many greetings grown from desperation

Must we remember?

In each grain of earth I happen to palm, Father

Is answering me

Just like my half-deaf Mother on the kang

Who has burnt the rice black 

The way she

Is answering me
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茅山之巅

Mao Mountain’s Summit

Shouldn’t we, on behalf of those

Deeply buried

Weep

I know the dead 

Are enough to burst the earth’s surface　

And how should we study a gnarled branch’s

Vivid calligraphy

Even though we well know that between its

Opening and withering

Is an ancient, equitable divinity

Yet in the end we still squander our lives

Yes

A mountain has leapt up

To crush us

This continuously clamoring mauve, pink, dark brown

This boundless nectar

Eternal mountain and

Maddening outline – 

Can the sudden entrance of ten poets

Each with their own

Suffering

Construct another Mao Mountain? 

In other moments

There is no need to be rid of ice between fingers

And the ice neath the wrist

Spring wind will undo

Ten pairs of hands, will that be enough to thoroughly

Hollow it?

After we have long escaped

When almost all is forgotten

This will be no mystery: another mountain

Will quietly approach the desk

We will drain our glass for it
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渐老如匕

Aging Like a Dagger

How can one lonely, straight old power line

Reveal its richness?

It rules the chemical plants below, ranks of chimneys 

Towers exhausted in the evening light

A mess of birds return to their nests

The glimmering lines do not disappear

When the white crane came

My youth was full as tousled plumage

I rested on someone’s shoulder

Looking out 

Sometimes, the old power line swayed

Raindrops watered the tops of eucalyptus and gingko trees

Now I stand lonely and straight by

The same window

Looking out at the high-voltage wires, lonely and straight as ever

Aging is like a dagger stuck in a table

Beauty dissipates outwards through tree rings 

And outside the window, all is near hypnotized

I am lonely and straight. I pace the large room 

Occupied by sorrowful cranes

Bursting with the breath of two people 

Translated by Hallie Treadway
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Weekend
By Tong Weiger

假日

ne Sunday during the summer holidays, 

my grandfather taught me to ride a 

scooter. I was eleven. 

I thought then that my life would fol-

low the general pattern of most boys in my school, 

who, having dragged themselves reluctantly through 

secondary education, embarked on many years of unli-

censed driving, scootering off every day to factory jobs 

in the nearby town. 

Things went so smoothly for some that they were 

married by 18, perhaps to a young co-worker from the 

factory who was also a childhood friend. And for oth-

ers, things went so swimmingly that they had already 

had a teething, talking baby by the time they came to 

do their military service. They would spend their leave 

rocking and cuddling the baby out on the porch, tak-

ing the air, crooning army songs to the infant in place 

of nursery rhymes. With a baby in his arms greeting 

any sound with interest, these young men might feel 

that they’d been given a fresh start in life. But they 

also knew that nothing new would ever happen to 

them again. 

The pursuit of love, leisure time and work all 

depended on a scooter that could run back and forth 

along a 16-kilometre stretch of tarmac that was con-

stantly being widened and repaired. 

It was a f leeting time of restlessness and experi-

ment. A young man of 16 or 17 would emerge from a 

factory at the end of his shift, stinking of sweat, engine 

oil or asbestos, roll up his sleeves to the shoulder, fire 

up his scooter, and drive the girl he liked best respect-

fully home every day, following the buzz of the engine 

all the way, not a word exchanged between them. 

Until one day, when they would halt somewhere 

on the highway, and all his high hopes and formulaic 

promises for their future lives together would tumble 

out breathlessly, as long as the woman didn’t give him 

a tongue-lashing first. But eventually there would 

come a time when she said yes. 

On the way back to his place, he would be so 

happy he could cry. He would step on the gas, wishing 

it were night and then morning again, so that he could 

clock in again at the factory. He would vow to himself 

to give up smoking, alcohol and chewing betelnut for-

ever, or maybe give up two out of the three, or at least 

one, anyway. Because his 16 or 17-year-old self would 

truly believe in his own power to improve the lives of 

others and give them hope. 

In a small village like ours at least, everything 

hinged on free time. And on riding a scooter back and 

forth along a stretch of highway that was constantly 

being widened and repaired. 

So my 11-year-old self took his courage in both 

hands and asked Guakong to teach him to ride a 

scooter. He agreed at once. 

We stood by the side of the road, Guakong’s be-

loved flame-red 125cc scooter beside us. Guakong had 

a strange teaching method. 

“Look, this is how you do it,” he said, demonstrat-

ing. “Start her up like this. And to stop, you squeeze 

the brake levers. Got that?” 

“Got it,” I said. Guakong stood to one side, look-

ing bored, staring over at the deep valleys behind us. 

There was a steep bank on the other side of the road, 
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where fern trees thicker than a man’s waist clung, 

growing stubbornly in the direction of the road, pro-

viding the only shade. 

Guakong stood in this shade, staring at a rivulet 

that was trickling down in spite of the oppressive heat, 

mumbling to himself, lost in thought. After a while, 

he turned around and looked surprised to see me still 

standing there. 

“What are you doing?” he said. “Why are you still 

here?” 

I didn’t know what to say. 

“Come on, don’t just stand there in a daze,” Gua-

kong told me. “Sit on the bike. Start her up. Take her 

for a ride. When you’re riding, don’t look to either 

side. Don’t pay any attention to the speed dial or the 

fuel gauge. Just be sure to keep looking straight ahead 

of you so long as the bike’s still moving. It’s easy.” 

So I learned how to ride a scooter that day. 

It was the day my grandmother left him for the 

101st time. She walked over the mountain in the blaz-

ing hot sun for more than an hour to get to our house, 

carrying just a plastic bag from the supermarket. She 

was dripping with sweat when she arrived. We had 

no idea what to do, so we just waited. No sooner had 

she had a wash and sat down in our sitting room than 

Guakong appeared in hot pursuit. 

He parked up his flame-red 125cc scooter and ap-

peared in our living room, cool as a cucumber, with a 

smile that said “I’m so sorry to bother you again”. He 

hadn’t even broken a sweat, which annoyed Guapo 

even more. They were all packed into the sweltering 

family sitting room, my mother, my father, Guakong 

and Guapo, for the cold war that followed. 

Guakong was firing off comments like: “Don’t 

make such a fuss. We’ll be a laughing stock for the 

kids.” 

My father was offering his father-in-law cigarettes 

from time to time. I took the opportunity to run out-

side and check out Guakong’s scooter. 

My father had been longing to buy a scooter like 

that for some time, but he never had enough spare 

cash. He would wait every morning, smoking, un-

der the trees opposite the house to be picked up by a 

friend riding down the mountain road, who gave him a 

ride to work at the mine on the other side of town. He 

would apologise to his friend every day for the imposi-

tion, and his friend would pat him on the shoulder and 

laugh in reply. It had become something of a ritual. 

My other grandfather was standing outside the 

garden fence. 

He beckoned me over. “Who came visiting?” he 

wanted to know. I told him it was my mother’s parents. 

“Did they have another fight?” he said. I said they 

did, searching his face for a response, but it was always 

pretty expressionless, even when he was angry. After a 

long moment, seeing that I looked ill at ease, Grandpa 

forced a smile and waved me away. 

“It’s fine,” he said. “Go back inside.” 

He let out a long breath, picked up his hoe, and 

headed back into the field. I ran back into the living 

room to find the conflict now in full swing. 

“If you have something to say, then take your time 

_ Tong Weiger
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to say it properly,” my mother was telling her father. 

“Don’t just yell and swear at Abu like that.” 

Guakong leapt to his own defence: “I barely said 

two words to her, and she just turned around and left,” 

he said. “I was reminding her not to leave money lying 

around like she did, because somebody came in from 

the street and took it. That’s all I said. What’s wrong 

with that?” 

“It wasn’t very much money, so what did it matter 

if it was lost?” my mother retorted. “It’s not worth all 

this upset. Look at you. You’re like a couple of kids.” 

Silence. 

Guapo: “It’s not as if I did it on purpose.” 

Guakong: “I never said you did.” 

Silence. 

Guakong: “Aren’t you exhausted, walking all that 

way in this heat without a hat? You have the temper of 

a young woman, for all that you’re a grandmother. It’s 

embarrassing.” 

Guapo: “I like to walk for the exercise. Why did 

you follow me here?” 

Silence. 

Into which I shouted: “Hey, Guakong! Will you 

teach me to ride your scooter?” 

“Huh?” 

“Will you teach me to ride a scooter?” 

“You want to ride a scooter? OK, I’ll teach you.” 

“Don’t be silly,” my father cut in. “You’re not 

even a teenager yet. What use is a scooter to you? You 

should spend more time reading, not wasting your 

time with stuff like that. Do you realise that you’re 

going to high school at the end of the summer break? 

You’ll fall behind in your studies.” 

“He’s right,” Guapo said. “Come here, Abun. Lis-

ten to your Guapo. You’re still in school. Don’t learn 

from the wrong crowd, those guys who want nothing 

more than to waste their days with their stupid ma-

chines. Scooters are dangerous, anyway.” 

“Rubbish,” Guakong said, angrily. “I don’t believe 

scooters are dangerous at all. If you can feed yourself, 

walk and run, then you can ride one. Come on, I’ll 

teach you.” 

“Apah,” my father protested in Guakong’s direc-

tion. But Guapo cut him off. 

“Don’t rise to the bait, Aguá,” she told my father, 

using his given name, Ox. 

“He’s losing his marbles. We’ll just have to see 

how much he compensates us when your son gets a 

few scratches and bumps. Anyone who can walk and 

run, honestly! If I can run, does that mean I can fly?” 

“You needn’t worry,” Guakong retorted. “Don’t 

you worry one bit. Aguá, if your son gets so much as a 

scrape, then I’m not his granddad. 

Let’s go!” He grabbed my hand and walked out of 

the house without looking back. 

That day I learned to ride a scooter. I came back 

in the afternoon, triumphant, with Guakong sitting 

behind me, shaking like a leaf but still praising me to 

the skies. In my imagination, everyone would see that 

I had grown into a man during that trip. 

But there was nobody home to see. 

“They’ve probably all gone to work in the fields,” 

Weekend _
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I told Guakong in my manliest tones. “They’ll be back 

soon.” 

“No, that can’t be right,” he said, coming out of 

the sitting room. “Your grandma’s gone home, too.” 

Guakong fired up the scooter again. “Fuck this,” 

he said. “I spend my whole life chasing her around. 

I’m not allowed to do anything. And fuel doesn’t come 

cheap, you know.” 

I nodded to show I understood the seriousness of 

the matter. 

“What can you do?” I said sagely. “You love 

her!” He was taken aback by that, and ruffled my hair 

abruptly. Then we set off again, me riding pillion this 

time, in search of Guapo. 

We found my mother and Guapo walking along 

the road. 

“Why do you always have to walk home?” Gua-

kong asked Guapo. 

“Yep,” said Guapo. “Isn’t that allowed, then?” 

We dismounted, and Guakong pushed the red 

scooter along the road after her for a while in silence. 

“OK,” he said, stopping. “I’m going to ride down 

there and wait for you, and when you’ve walked for 

a while, you can get on the scooter and I’ll take you 

home. I’m sure your daughter has better things to do, 

and you don’t want to waste her time.” 

“OK,” Guapo said. “You ride down there and wait 

for me.” 

So Guakong got back on the scooter and started it 

up, looking around. “It’s getting dark pretty fast,” he 

remarked, before riding off with a whoop. 

We watched until he disappeared round a bend in 

the road. The sun was still above the mountain at that 

point, and the air was so heavy and humid that it was 

hard to breathe. So nobody knew what he meant by 

that. 

“He’s going gaga,” Guapo muttered. 

My mother wanted to know how the money had 

come to be stolen from inside the apartment. 

“Oh, I was lying to your father about that,” Guapo 

said. “I’ve got the money safely tucked away.” 

“Oh, the pair of you! You just get better with age,” 

my mother said, laughing. 

“Your father is a wonderful man,” said Guapo. “But 

he’s terribly tight-fisted, and he gets worked up over 

the tiniest sums of money. He’s always taking it out to 

count it and make sure it’s all there. I was just trying to 

get back at him.” 

“That won’t work with someone like him,” my 

mother said. “He rambles on, and he’s so forgetful that 

he only gets angry with himself, so it’s pointless.” 

“That’s right,” Guapo chimed in. “And he made 

me walk all this way, and my feet are hurting.” 

I was nodding. “I knew Guapo was going to walk 

out on him today” I told my mother. 

“How did you know?” 

“It’s Sunday,” I said. “Nobody is working, and the 

weather is hot, with no rain. That’s when Guapo al-

ways walks out.” 

My mother laughed and told Guapo what I’d said, 

and she laughed too. 

“Abun’s pretty clever, isn’t he? You were the only 

_ Tong Weiger
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one to spot that I don’t just walk out on any old day. I 

use the almanac to decide!” 

I was very pleased with myself. 

When Guapo and Guakong were gone, I walked 

home with my mother, but I wouldn’t hold her hand. 

“I’m quite capable of walking by myself,” I told 

her. I didn’t ask where my father was, because I was 

pretty certain that his father had called him to go and 

work in the fields. Grandpa liked to challenge him to 

working contests on his days off, to see who would 

give out first. 

“You know, we’re probably not going to move 

house after all,” my mother said. 

“I know that,” I said. 

Weekend _
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My father had been saving for years, and had put a 

down-payment on a new house in town, quite close to 

the mine, where his friends lived. 

He had never taken me to see it, but he took great 

delight in describing its progress to me. It was a brand 

new, foreign-style, two-storey building with verandahs 

and an alleyway, and double doors of ornate wrought 

aluminium, he told me. Everything would be easier 

when we lived there; shopping, the journey to work 

and school, he said. And the neighbours were all close 

friends. 

I looked at my mother. “It’s fine,” I told her. “I like 

it where we are.” 

She smiled and patted my back. “My only worry 

is that you may not feel the same way when you get 

older,” she said. 

That night I woke up in the dark, stif ling bed-

room. I could tell my sisters were fast asleep on the 

mat next to me, probably because they’d had such a 

tiring day. 

At the other end of the room, however, my parents 

were having a whispered conversation. 

“If we don’t move now, it’s likely that we’ll lose the 

25 percent down payment,” he said. 

“That’s OK,” my mother said. 

I knew they were talking about the new house. 

“It’s my father who’s the stubborn old ox, not me,” 

my father said laughing. 

My mother was lying snuggled against him. They 

must have been cuddling quietly in the night. Maybe 

my mother had even put her hand over my father’s 

mouth to stop him waking us. Then I thought I could 

hear the sound of my father crying. It was nearly light. 

The days that followed had an air of celebration, 

as one delivery truck after another stopped outside our 

door. My father had finally bought himself a scooter, 

and he’d bought my mother an electric rice-cooker, 

and desks for me and my sisters. He also had the old 

stove taken out of the kitchen and replaced with a new 

gas cooker. The whole house had a makeover. 

He would ride out every morning on the scooter, 

and come back every night exhausted, having dis-

covered a whole new bunch of things that had to be 

bought. He also had plans to build a better house on 

the same piece of ground. 

But his plans never materialised. 

After the accident at the mine, my mother took us 

to see him. 

“That’s your father,” she told us. 

I was used to everyone I knew looking and point-

ing absent-mindedly at stuff without much explana-

tion. 

But when our mother pointed and said “that’s your 

father”, I truly didn’t recognise him. 

His face had been erased by burns. It could have 

been a different person. And yet here was my mother 

saying calmly, “that’s your father”, and avoiding all 

mention of death. 

Grown-ups were all so unpredictable. 

On the day that I learned to ride a scooter, my 

father was just about to follow his father out into the 

fields to work, when some of his friends suddenly ap-

_ Tong Weiger
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peared on scooters. They piled into our kitchen and 

cooked up some food they’d brought with them for a 

drinking party. Then they brought the tables, chairs 

and dishes outside, under the big tree. 

My father posted me on sentry duty high up in 

the tree, with instructions to warn him if his father 

came back from the fields. I kept a careful watch on 

the fields, with two handfuls of banyan figs, which I 

planned to lob down onto the heads of the party below 

if I spotted my grandfather approaching. But after a 

while, they all started to get drunk, and none of them 

took any more notice of me. 

“I wanna sing a song!” shouted Pehbaké the Troll, 

one of my father’s friends. “I’m gonna sing!” There 

was an uproar as everyone tried to stop him, but he 

started wailing and yowling anyway. 

Then “Prehensile Toes” Chiuka-Chiu dropped his 

chopsticks, and asked my father if he had any dispos-

able ones. 

“These are too heavy for me,” he explained. “I 

can’t get a grip on them.” 

“You haul around furniture that weighs more than 

100 pounds, and you can’t hold on to a pair of chop-

sticks?” laughed Adié, a young man sitting next to him. 

“Little kids should be seen and not heard,” said 

Pehbaké, rapping Adié on the head in mock reproof. 

“Tell him, Chiuka-chiu, why we call you Prehensile 

Toes.”  So Chiuka-chiu told them how four fingers on 

his left hand had been crushed by the earth mover, and 

the doctor had said there was no saving them, but had 

offered to amputate some toes to attach in their place. 

“Which do you value more, your hands or your 

feet?” the doctor had asked him. 

And Chiuka-chiu had said he could afford to lose 

the use of a foot, since he was stuck working in a mine 

shaft all day and never went anywhere. 

“But I wouldn’t be able to work without my 

hands,” he said. And so the doctor had carried out the 

surgery, and that was why everyone called him Chiu-

ka-chiu. 

“Now then,” Chiuka-chiu announced. “Big Daddy 

is willing to pimp himself out so you can see how fast a 

man with no toes can run.” 

Everyone hollered at once to try to stop him: “No, 

no, not the party trick!” 

But Chiuka-chiu had already taken his shoes and 

socks off, and was running around them lopsidedly. 

“Sit down, Chiuka-chiu,” my father said. “Sit! I’ll 

go and see if there are any disposable chopsticks in the 

kitchen.” 

“Don’t bother,” piped up Jidoé. “Chiuka-chiu can 

just use his fingers. We’re all buddies here – nobody 

will laugh at him for being unhygienic.” 

“No, of course not,” muttered the rest of them. 

“You want me to eat with my hands?” Chiuka-chiu 

said, laughing at them. “But then I’ll look like a mon-

key.” 

They all roared with laughter at that. 

“Does that mean you all think I’m a monkey?” 

Chiuka-chiu shouted, playing the part and scratch-

ing himself, and they all seemed to dissolve in giggles 

through some mysterious force. 

Weekend _
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Then Chiuka-chiu suddenly slammed the table 

with his foot-like hand, shouting: “Fuck it! This bas-

tard won’t eat anything, in that case. I’ll just sit here 

and watch you.” 

Half of them sobered up at this, and they all sat 

there, mute. 

“Apah, I need to pee!” I shouted down at them. 

“What?” he shouted back. 

“I have to pee!” I said, unfastening my shorts. 

“What are you doing?” he said. “You’ll have to go 

back to the house to pee!” 

“Too late,” I said. “Watch out!” 

My shorts were around my ankles. They grabbed 

the tables, chairs, and scattered, my father cursing me 

from under the tree. 

“You are a total waste of space,” he said. “As soon 

as you climb up high, you want to pee. And the min-

ute you pick up something heavy you have to take a 

dump.” 

“What a fucking embarassment,” he said to his 

friends, who all laughed. 

When I had finished, I took a look around. That 

was when I spotted Guapo, drenched with sweat, toil-

ing under the hot sun, drifting into view like a dark 

cloud. 

I yelled to my father: “Guapo’s here!” 

My father looked across at the path, and told me 

to put my shorts on and to go and tell my mother im-

mediately. Then he made his excuses to his friends, 

who patted him on the shoulder. 

“No worries,” they said. “You do what you have to 

do. We were just passing the time anyway.” 

Pehbaké glanced at the sun. “It’s so hot,” he said. 

“Why don’t we go and splash around at the creek?” 

Everyone agreed, and they all got on their scoot-

ers and left. Chiuka-chiu whispered something to my 

father that I couldn’t hear, and my father patted him 

on the shoulder, then waved his friends goodbye, leav-

ing the shade of the big tree to go and help Guapo. I 

climbed down to find nobody there, just a glimpse of 

my father hurrying away into the distance. 

Yes, I really wanted to tell him that I had learned 

to ride a scooter that day. 

He would wait every morning, smoking, under the 

trees opposite the house, to be picked up by a friend 

riding down the mountain road, who gave him a ride 

across town to work at the mine. He would apologise 

to his friend every day for the imposition, and his 

friend would pat him on the shoulder and laugh in 

reply. It had become something of a ritual. I wanted 

to tell him that I could take him to work, now that I 

could ride a scooter. 

And if you try to apologise to me, I wanted to say, 

because you always feel you should be apologising for 

something, I’ll pat you on the shoulder and say that it’s 

no bother. I’ll be taking you again tomorrow, too. 

As I was riding away on Guakong’s flame-red 125 

cc scooter that day, following the road like a river to 

its source, I remembered that he told me not to look 

to either side, not to pay any attention to the speed 

dial or the fuel gauge, to just be sure to keep looking 

straight ahead for as long as the bike was still mov-
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ing. That it was easy. I remembered what you told 

me, Guakong, but then the road just ran out all of a 

sudden, so I had to stop where the tarmac ended. I 

climbed up a small slope to see a wide stretch of grass 

like a big sea in front of me, where a lot of my play-

mates were bent over, picking grass. 

Heh heh, I chuckled. So that’s where you all went. 

Is this that golf course place you were talking about? 

See, I found my sisters, I’m here now. Let me pick 

grass with you. No way, they said. You’ll get an asthma 

attack in a minute, and then what will we do? No I 

won’t, I said. I wanna pick grass with you. No, said 

they. There’s something wrong with you. You should 

be resting at home, not coming up here in the hot sun. 

What if you pass out? You’re sick. We’re always get-

ting into trouble because of you, they said. 

There is nothing wrong with me, I said. I won’t 

get asthma. I just learned how to ride a scooter and I 

wanna pick grass with you. 

They were all laughing at me, and I was made to 

sit down under a big tree that was standing by itself. I 

knew you were all going out to play together on these 

hot, summer days and look at you laughing with each 

other and giving each other silent looks, and ignor-

ing me and I’m going to pee so you can watch, I said, 

taking my shorts off and pissing for a very long time 

under the big tree. 

Just then Guakong came running up, gasping for 

breath and sweating all over. You’ll be the death of me, 

he said, ruffling my hair. When you had ridden for a 

while, you should have just turned around and come 

home. Why did you come all the way up here, and 

make me half kill myself, walking all this way to find 

you? I didn’t mean to half-kill you, Guakong, I said. 

I had already figured out how to ride the scooter, but 

then the road ran out. 

How can a road just run out half-way like that? 

Translated by Luisetta Mudie
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To the Snowy Mountains
By Fu Yuehui

朝着雪山去

Guan Liang announces a pilgrimage 

oon, the ninth f loor balcony. I stand 

here at this time every day, looking off 

into the distance. Not that there was 

anything to look off at, just skyscraper 

after skyscraper, all clad in glass and shimmering their 

cold light. But I felt at home here – the bosses had de-

cided they’d keep me on after I graduated. That meant 

I would have no trouble registering as a Shanghai resi-

dent, no trouble becoming a part of the city. 

And then my phone rang, an unknown number. 

Did I want to have lunch? I asked who it was and the 

voice said Guan Liang. Oh, Guan Liang. There was 

an awkward pause before I explained I’d lost my last 

phone. A tiny laugh from his side: no need to explain, 

he said. We were silent a moment and as I stood with 

the phone to my ear I recalled that pasty face, eyes 

half-closed in a smile, an expression of complete indif-

ference. Let’s eat then, he said. I’ll text you the place. 

I agreed, hung up and sighed in relief. Guan Liang 

hadn’t forgotten me. And then I realised how much I’d 

been hoping he’d call and found myself quite ashamed. 

It had started a week or so back. Every few days 

Guan Liang would ask one person, just one, from our 

class out for a meal. And whoever it was would come 

back both sceptical and eager to report: 

“He says, right, that he’s going to Lhasa.” 

“Seriously? He’s really going to go?” 

Guan Liang had been talking about such a trip 

for some time. It started when we gathered around 

the computer to watch World Without Thieves. The 

film ends with the heroine traveling to Tibet to pray 

for penance. We were silent as the credits rolled, then 

Guan Liang suddenly announced that he too would 

one day visit Lhasa. 

“Going on a pilgrimage?” asked Lu Jian. 

Another moment of silence and Guan Liang 

laughed. “Yeah, a pilgrimage.” 

Lu Jian snorted. “You’ve gone daft!” 

And after that he kept saying he’d go to Lhasa, 

and everyone else kept thinking he was joking. Lu Jian 

just snorted each time, until he’d heard it so often it 

stopped being worth the snort. And eventually Guan 

Liang stopped mentioning it and we naturally forgot 

all about it. Until now. 

Guan Liang was really going on a pilgrimage? 

1 

Guan Liang hailed from a village in Hunan. From 

his limited telling of it we knew there was a big river 

there, wide and clear-running, with fishing boats ply-

ing back and forth. His family lived by the side of that 

river, the damp river breezes pouring through open 

windows. He’d come top among local students in the 

university entrance exam and his acceptance to our 

university in Shanghai, one of the country’s best, had 

been big news back home. His family invited friends 

and relatives to celebrate, with a dozen or so tables set 

out by the riverside and festivities running from noon 

to well into the evening. Guan Liang consumed no 

small quantity of liquor: his first time drinking, he told 

us, and the first time he realised just how pointless 
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studying was. 

That’s exactly what he said. “It’s pointless!” with a 

curl of the lip and a shake of the head. 

“Why pointless?” we asked. 

Guan Liang sneered again. “It’s just pointless. Or 

at least not as much fun as gaming.” 

There were four of us in the dorm. Guan Liang 

and I were village kids, Lu Jian and Li Yi’ang from 

cities. I’d usually be in bed first, then fifteen minutes 

later Lu Jian and Li Yi’ang would wash and lie down 

on their bunks and chat. I’d fall asleep to the sound of 

their voices. But if I got up in the night for a piss I’d 

see Guan Liang still sitting up, one foot on a stool, 

his neck craned forward like a swan, the blue glow 

of the computer screen illuminating his face. Silent, 

eerie. He maintained that posture even as the seasons 

changed, his clothing the only indication of time’s 

passing. A cheap down jacket he’d bought in Shanghai 

in winter; stripped to the waist in summer, his ribs like 

park railings. 

“Did you play games as much in school?” Lu Jian 

asked. 

It was a hot day and Guan Liang was hunched 

unblinking over the computer, his naked torso pale 

and sweaty. Eventually he turned to peer at Lu Jian 

before explaining leisurely: “I was younger then, didn’t 

know how to enjoy myself. When I think of the time I 

wasted…” 

Lu Jian laughed. “Prick!” 

For the most part, Guan Liang was quiet. If he 

wasn’t, it was usually due to a failure to complete some 

part of a game. On those occasions there would be a 

crash as both hands slammed down on the keyboard, 

followed by the clatter of dislodged keys. The key-

board cable would then snap as the keyboard was flung 

to the ground and stamped beneath his feet. We’d turn 

to stare at him: half-naked, head hung, f lushed and 

panting, glaring at his dismembered keyboard. There 

was one time he’d gone to sleep after we were already 

up and about and we heard him talking in his sleep: 

“I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you! Die!” His hands flailed about 

then flew towards the ceiling, hanging there for a sec-

ond before he fell back into peaceful sleep. We looked 

at each other, thinking of a campus murder that had 

been in the news recently. It put us all on edge a little. 

Perhaps we’d need to be a bit more careful how we 

spoke to him. 

Whenever we won scholarships or bursaries, we’d 

take the opportunity to lecture him a little: “If you got 

a bursary you’d be less of a burden for your family.” 

Or if we were phoning home: “How come you never 

phone your family? Think about how they must miss 

you.” Or if we were dating: “Get yourself a girlfriend 

and look after yourself a bit better, man. Look at you, 

you’re stinking.” Guan Liang would either ignore us, 

or complain such actions would be “boring”. Not that 

we expected him to take any interest: the process was 

entirely for our own amusement. Even when we were 

rushing about job-hunting he sat as he always sat, 

hunched over the computer. He did acquire a cheap 

suit after a talking-to from an anxious class tutor, but 

it hung shapeless on the wall, unworn. 

There was one thing he was useful for though – 

very few of the girls in our class had ever set eyes on 

Guan Liang and so we would generously invite them 

to our dorm to observe him. 

If I recall correctly Niu Lihua was the only one of 

the girls to have spoken more than a few sentences to 
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Guan Liang. One day, in a stunning breach of prec-

edent, he had appeared in class, causing quite a stir 

among the girls. After whispered consultations with Yu 

Xin and Jiang Yiqian, Niu Lihua, clad in a short dress 

and fanning a blushing face, came to sit beside him. 

“So you’re Guan Liang?” 

He looked up at her. “Yes.” 

“It’s a shame you didn’t come to meet us sooner…” 

She looked back at the other girls staring down and 

her pink face reddened further. “So, do you have a 

girlfriend?” 

Guan Liang twitched in surprise and sort of 

laughed. “Do you have a boyfriend?” 

Affronted, Niu Lihua pressed one hand to Guan 

Liang’s desk and the other to a chest now rising and 

falling violently, her face flushed to the point of ooz-

ing blood. She looked back at Yu Xin and Jiang Yiqian, 

both now looking elsewhere but with hands clasped to 

mouths in laughter. Niu Lihua stammered onwards: 

“It’s not me asking, it’s them… they wanted to 

know…” 

With a cry of frustration she spun and stomped 

her way back to the girls’ group, cursing them for what 

they’d got her into. The girls scattered, screams and 

giggles whirling their way through our tiny classroom. 

We weren’t happy about it, but Guan Liang had 

the guts to ask the question and the girls liked that. 

Oddly though, we never heard of him having a 

girlfriend, nor did he pursue them as we did, like wild 

beasts in search of release. He’d download porn in 

between gaming sessions though, for us all to enjoy. 

And while those clips would get us all aroused we had 

nowhere to relieve our urges. Sometimes we distracted 

ourselves quizzing Guan Liang as to why he didn’t get 

a girlfriend. 

Guan Liang looked up at the scene on the com-

puter screen then went back to slurping his instant 

noodles. “Pointless!” 

2 

I made sure I browsed the bookshelves for ten 

minutes longer than necessary. Then another five. 

Then I rushed out of the shop. 

Guan Liang was sitting with his back to the res-

taurant door. I walked over and he came out of his seat 

a little, almost smiling. 

“Sorry I’m late,” I said. “Traffic was terrible.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” 

Another smile almost surfaced on that pasty face 

of his. Hair clung to his forehead. 

I found myself avoiding his gaze, instead turning 

to call for a menu. “You’ve not ordered yet?” 

“I was waiting for you.” 

Again, that almost-smile. 

I couldn’t help but wonder who’d be paying. I’d 

meant to ask the others he’d already seen, but had nev-

er quite got the question to my lips. I didn’t want them 

to laugh at me. And while I might not be on a full sal-

ary, my intern’s stipend would cover a meal. It wasn’t 

a matter of whether or not I could afford it, though – 

Guan Liang had suggested we meet, so he should pay. 

And in four years of university Guan Liang had not 

once paid for a meal. Why should I always pay? 

I got angrier as I thought about it, scowling as I 

flipped the pages of the menu over. Guan Liang kept 

his head down, sipping at his tea, before looking up. 

“Order whatever you want, today’s my treat.” 

To the Snowy Mountains _
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I reddened. Had he seen what I was thinking? “You 

can’t, you haven’t got a job yet,” I found myself saying. 

He just laughed. 

I was annoyed at my own sudden about-face, but 

ordered a couple of meat dishes, one veg, and a soup. 

That would be more than enough. Guan Liang took 

the menu and added a pork knuckle. 

“That wouldn’t have been enough,” he told me. 

I felt a little embarrassed and looked over at him. 

Was he really going to pay? 

“So,” I asked him, “how’s the job-hunting going?” 

“Same old same old” 

“And what’s that?” 

“I’m getting by.” 

“You can’t keep just getting by…” 

Guan Liang opened his mouth but said nothing. 

“Still playing computer games?” 

He opened just a corner of his mouth. 

“You should give them up,” I told him. “We’re 

both village kids. We know how hard it is for our 

families to send us here. They could work themselves 

to death for a whole year and still not make a year’s 

fees…” 

Finally I’d said what I’d wanted to for so long. 

Guan Liang sighed. 

I just looked down at my tea. The leaves were 

coarse, the brew a dubious yellow, the taste stale. I 

kept drinking regardless. And as I drank I recalled a 

row Guan Liang and I once had. It was the previous 

summer and Guan Liang and I were alone in a dorm 

as hot and humid as a pressure cooker. I was writing 

my novel, he was playing games. And because of his 

games the curtains were drawn tight – any sunlight en-

tering the room would reflect off the screen and spoil 

his view. I was stuck on some part of my novel, unable 

to make progress, the heat and the gloom only wors-

ening my mood. Eventually I stood up and yanked the 

curtain open. The sunlight f looded in and I screwed 

up my eyes, temporarily blinded. 

“Hey!” 

Guan Liang twisted in his seat, cowering in terror 

of the sunlight. 

I’d barely turned away before he stood up and 

pulled it shut again. 

A moment later I pulled them open. 

There was a crack behind me and I looked back 

to see half the curtain swinging groundwards. Guan 

Liang had tried to pull it closed again, misjudged his 

strength and torn it half from the rail. It hung limply, a 

broken bird’s wing. And so it was a draw, with neither 

of us getting our way If we’d gone on I would have 

been the one to back down – I was starting to get a 

little panicked, remembering the “Die!” of his dreams. 

We spoke less after that. 

And this was first time we were alone together 

since then. I’m sure he hadn’t forgotten the unpleas-

antness, but he sat there as if nothing had happened 

and so I had to make the same pretence. 

“So you’re really going to walk to Lhasa?” 

“I am.” 

He looked to be in earnest. I started to find myself 

changing my mind – I’d heard Lu Jian and the others 

tell me what Guan Liang had planned, but hearing 

it from his own lips was different. I mentally traced a 

long red line across a map, dotting it with the names 

of unknown places. 

I brought it up yet again: “What about your 

games?” 
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“I’ll stop.” 

“Will you be able to?” I asked. 

“I won’t have any choice, on the road.” He raised 

his teacup again. 

“If you really go and quit the games, that’d be 

great. I never thought you’d actually go on a pilgrim-

age though…” 

“Hey…” Guan Liang protested. 

The food started to arrive, giving off clouds of 

steam. The perfect host, he urged me to tuck in while 

it was still hot. I felt a bit ill at ease, a touch guilty. 

We fell to eating in silence. Guan Liang ate with 

some ceremony, each chopstick-full placed in his 

mouth with the care of a miser counting gold coins 

into a safe. I glanced over at him – his hair a hand-

span in length, parted down the middle. Standard is-

sue, if he was a third-rate artist. His face a little puffy, 

a little pale. How long had it been since he’d seen the 

sun? And how might a walk to Lhasa change that face? 

He asked me how my work was going. I told him 

all was going smoothly and he nodded. “Excellent, ex-

cellent.” This surprised me a little. 

To the Snowy Mountains _
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“What about you then?” I replied. “You need to 

quit the games, they’re not going to put bread on the 

table. Life’s not a game, you know. We’re old enough 

to be supporting ourselves now. And you’ve suddenly 

decided to just go to Tibet?” And I went on for a while 

about knowing our proper place, about roles and re-

sponsibilities. When he saw a chance he interrupted 

me. 

“Is it interesting, your job?” Guan Liang asked, 

that faint smile there again. 

“Of course, or why would I do it?” 

“And are you busy? What are you making a 

month? 

He was getting to me now. “Not busy at all, I 

don’t need to go in every day. The salary… add in 

some other income and it’s not bad. Six or seven grand 

a month at least, on average.” 

Less than three thousand a month in reality, but I 

wasn’t going to let him know that. 

Guan Liang’s eyes lit up. “That’s great. Really 

great,” he told me, sounding pleased. 

“If you go to Lhasa and quit the games you’ll be 

able to find work easy enough. Think about your mum 

and dad, and your sister…” 

He nodded again. 

This had never happened before. For the first 

time Guan Liang hadn’t responded to such a sugges-

tion by complaining a job would be “pointless”. Seeing 

the conversation going unusually well, I went back to 

the lectures we’d all submitted him to time and again, 

this time embellishing it with inflated tales of my own 

prospects. I even ordered a couple of bottles of rice 

wine and before long we were tipsy, full and starting to 

get drowsy. Guan Liang made a sudden reach for his 

wallet. 

He waved at a waiter. “Bill!” 

I pulled his hand back to the table. “What are you 

up to? I’m getting this.” 

He stood up clutching his wallet. “It’s my treat, I 

invited you.” 

“I’ve already got a job,” I said, standing to block 

him. “Don’t argue about it.” 

He kept arguing, so I made a dash for the counter 

and as good as forced my money on the cashier. 

Guan Liang grumbled on my return to the table. 

“Why’d you have to do that?” 

I took a sip of the rice wine. “You can take me out 

for a meal when you’ve got a job.” 

We sat a while longer, Guan Liang talking at 

length about his route from Shanghai to Lijiang and 

then on to Lhasa. He’d certainly been preparing – he 

listed place after place, most unfamiliar to me. 

“You’ll need a lot of equipment for that long a 

trip, won’t you?” 

“Actually I just need to make sure I’ve got enough 

cash.” 

“How much are you planning to take?” 

His eyes suddenly met mine. “At the moment… 

I’ve only got two or three thousand. Would you be 

able to lend me some?” 

“How much?” I asked, tensing. 

He continued to hold my gaze. “Could you man-

age two thousand?” 

That sobered me up somewhat. Almost pleading, 

I asked if one thousand would be enough. And then 

feeling ashamed, I went on. “We’ll just call five hun-

dred a loan, the rest can be a donation.” 

“That’s fantastic, thank you. Do you have it on 
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you?” 

“Now?” 

His eyes held mine, unblinking. 

Helpless, I reached for my wallet. He’d already 

have seen I had a wad of cash in there. Fingers numb, 

I counted ten hundred-yuan bills and held them out. 

“Quit the games.” 

Guan Liang reddened slightly and almost smiled 

before brushing some stray hairs off his forehead and, 

with both hands, accepting the money. He laughed in 

embarrassment as he placed it in his wallet. He stood 

up, poured me some wine and pressed the glass into 

my hand. “Brother! That’s enough talking! To us!” 

“To us!” 

And damnit, I actually felt excited to be part of his 

adventure. 

But walking home in the cold evening wind I fully 

sobered up. 

Now that had been pointless. 

3 

If not for Guan Liang’s announcement of a pil-

grimage to Lhasa, Niu Lihua’s wedding would have 

been the hottest gossip of graduation season. 

We were all in the dorm when her name came up 

on Guan Liang’s phone. 

“I reckon,” Lu Jian said, “she wants to know what 

you’re playing at, stealing her thunder.” 

Guan Liang snorted. 

Li Yi’ang joined in. “Didn’t she once ask you if 

you had a girlfriend?” 

Lu Jian: “Hey! I forgot that. Say, you don’t 

think…” 

They both broke out in exaggerated laughter. 

Guan Liang sat lumpen in front of the computer, 

naked but for a pair of briefs, ignoring the noise 

around him. 

His phone rang again and he answered it. “I’m 

already on my way.” He hung up and sat there a while 

longer as we laughed and hurried him on. Eventually 

he pulled on his trousers and a top, picked up a rub-

bish bag bulging with dozens of empty instant noodle 

containers and left, flip-flops flapping down the hall. 

We crowded to the window and were shortly rewarded 

with the sight of Guan Liang emerging, hand raised 

to ward off the sunlight – the June sun was, to be fair, 

blinding. He ambled over to the willows by the bike 

shed and Niu Lihua emerged from the trees. They 

were too far off for us to make out their expressions, 

much less their conversation. They were undisturbed, 

bar the occasional passer-by. And just as we were start-

ing to lose interest, something amazing happened. 

Niu Lihua threw her arms open and embraced 

Guan Liang. For ages. 

“Fuck me,” Lu Jian declared in disbelief. 

On his return Guan Liang withstood repeated in-

terrogations before revealing the cause of this remark-

able event: 

The pair had initially stood in silence. Niu Lihua 

smiled, then smiled again: “Are you really going to 

Lhasa?” 

“Are you really getting married?” 

Her cheeks, peachy and perfect, f lushed. Seem-

ing to misunderstand Guan Liang’s question she hung 

her head shyly before replying: “You can’t get fake 

married, can you… And why do you want to walk to 

Lhasa? Don’t you want to get a job?” 
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“You’re not getting a job, are you?” 

She lowered her head again. “It’s not the same. 

My situation’s different… Anyway, I’m not like you all 

think. I wish I could be more like you…” 

“Come with me then?” 

She misunderstood him again and lowered her 

head till it almost touched the earth, her voice faint as 

an unsprouting seed. 

“I can’t go. I can’t go anywhere, I have to stay at 

home… I…” She looked up, directly at him. “Can I 

hug you?” 

“Sure!” There was no hesitation on Guan Liang’s 

part. 

“I understand what it’s like for you, I really do,” 

Guan Liang told Niu Lihua over and over as they 

hugged. 

“I know you do, I know,” Niu Lihua told Guan 

Liang, hugging her back. 

They walked under the cherry trees lining the 

campus paths until finally Niu Lihua insisted on taking 

him to Pizza Hut. At Pizza Hut she pulled a decorative 

blue envelope from her bag. 

“You have to accept this. It’s a gift. You don’t have 

to use it but you have to take it. So you can go to Ti-

bet and see the snowy mountains and the blue skies for 

me…” 

Guan Liang took the envelope, his gaze firm but 

gentle. “I will, I promise.” 

Her eyes glistened wetly, her face blushed fiercely. 

“I’m sorry… Sorry that we can’t…” 

She really had completely misunderstood. 

We wrestled the envelope from him and tore it 

open. Inside there was a plainer envelope, and inside 

that a wad of new hundred-yuan bills. A thick wad, 

probably almost ten thousand yuan. 

Lu Jian roared: “You little prick! You’ve struck 

rich!” 

Guan Liang glanced at the money before placing 

it in his drawer. He scrunched up the envelope and 

tossed it into the bin. 

Then there was Jiang Yiqian’s donation. A fort-

night beforehand I’d asked her what she was doing 

after graduation. She’d told me she was going to go 

overseas to continue studying linguistics, and I asked 

why – she’d studied Chinese linguistics, so why go 

overseas? Glaring at me, she told me I didn’t under-

stand. The academic sector here is in such a state, how 

could she do anything worthwhile? A deep respect for 

Jiang Yiqian’s ambition spontaneously arose within me. 

Yet two weeks later she told me she would be working 

for the Shanghai customs authorities. 

“I thought you were going overseas?” 

Glaring at me, she told me I didn’t understand. 

I really didn’t. 

“We can’t all just do what we want all the time. 

We can’t all be like Guan Liang, playing games when 

we want to play games, going to Tibet when we want 

to go to Tibet. What would happen if we all did that? 

I don’t know how it is for you men, but women need 

to be a bit more practical.” 

Finished, she gave a firm nod of the head. 

“Don’t you girls all think Guan Liang’s great for 

walking to Tibet though?” 

“Yes, but I couldn’t do it. And so I really admire 

him, and so…” She paused a moment. “So I gave him 

two thousand yuan.” Another nod of the head. 

“You as well?” Either my ears weren’t working 

right, or her brain wasn’t. 
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“I’d do the same for you, if you walked to Tibet!” 

It was definitely her brain. 

It was Yu Xin, the quiet one, who actually went 

overseas to pursue her studies. 

Petite Yu Xin was a key member of the class aca-

demic clique, a group I had once been a member of. 

When she phoned me I assumed she wanted to tell me 

she was soon to leave for a doctorate at Yale. To my 

surprise it was something else that had her excited. 

“Do you know why Guan Liang’s going to walk to 

Tibet?” 

“Because he doesn’t want to get a job? And we all 

think it’s a way of quitting the games.” 

“He told me that when he got into university 

his family held a big banquet, but his dad was ill that 

day and got really drunk after just a few toasts. But 

of course someone had to do the toasts, they were all 

helping out with the fees, without them he couldn’t 

go. And Guan Liang had never drunk before, but he 

toasted them all anyway. And he really hated doing it, 

but eventually he drank them all under the table. And 

he said when he saw his dad vomiting in the back yard 

he realised how degrading education is. So what if he 

got into a good university? And he doesn’t want to 

keep on following that path. A job would be just the 

same. He wants to be free, a real man. We’re all village 

kids like him, and I know I’m going to keep studying, 

but I can understand him and I think you can too…” 

I cut off her wittering. “How much did you give 

him?” 

A little surprised, she answered me: “I don’t have 

much and I’m going overseas, so just a thousand.” 

I took a deep breath. “And who paid for the 

meal?” 

“Me. What of it?” 

“Ha. The man won’t even pay for his own food 

and you still trust him?” 

“I insisted on paying! He wanted to pay, but how 

could I let him?” 

“Whatever. You paid, he didn’t.” 

I was sure of it – I was remembering the scene on 

the day Guan Liang and I had lunch. 

Yu Xin was confused: “But that’s got nothing to do 

with going to Lhasa, has it?” 

“Of course it has.” 

“You mean he’s not really going?” 

“I didn’t say that, I just mean… in the end… even 

though…” 

I can’t recall how I managed to get out of that 

conversation. What was wrong with them all? They’d 

all gone mad! 

Fortunately we were soon going to be graduating. 

Guan Liang had disappeared without a trace. But I 

was sure he wasn’t on the way to Lhasa. 

It was obviously a complete con, and Lu Jian and 

Li Yi’ang were in agreement. We compared notes and 

found that just between us three Guan Liang had got 

away with five thousand yuan with no great difficulty – 

I’d lost a thousand, the others two thousand each. 

Lu Jian was cursing. “The little prick. And this af-

ter he graduated! Why’d we trust him?” 

Lu Jian couldn’t let go of it. He asked around and 

found Guan Liang had got four or five thousand from 

some of the other boys, and more again from the girls 

– tens of thousands all in. 

Lu Jian was angry: “He’s conned the girls but they 

all think he’s a hero for going on a pilgrimage to Lha-

sa. It’s ridiculous.” He even wanted us to take Guan 
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Liang to court. 

I did my best to forget him, as I would any foul 

and unpleasant experience. 

A month later I got a call from Lu Jian which 

dredged Guan Liang up from the depths of my memo-

ries. But Lu Jian had changed his tune: “Guess what? 

He’s actually gone! The prick!” 

4 

Guan Liang had silently struck out for the south, 

setting off without a goodbye while we were all com-

ing to the conclusion he’d never go. An image stuck 

stubbornly in my mind: Guan Liang, bent under the 

weight of a crude knapsack, making his way with mul-

ish determination through Shanghai’s countless sunlit 

skyscrapers. He cast no backward glances at the city – 

what was it but a tacky souvenir? He phoned Lu Jian 

from Guilin. 

“He’s staying in Guilin for a couple of days,” Lu 

Jian reported. “Finest scenery on the planet. The prick 

knows how to live, at least…” 

And so every day we waited for word of Guan 

Liang. He hadn’t taken his mobile, as if that too was 

some great encumbrance to be cast off. We had to wait 

for him to contact us. And it was always Lu Jian he 

called – a fact Lu Jian took great delight in, as if some 

great honour was being bestowed. 

For months Lu Jian would make midnight phone 

calls: “Guess what! He’s in Kunming. The prick’s re-

ally going to Lhasa.” 

“Not necessarily. There’s plenty of other places 

you can go from Kunming,” I said. 

“That’s true, need to wait and see. The prick!” 

Some time later Lu Jian phoned again and inter-

rupted my greeting: “Guess where the prick’s got to 

now?” 

“Where?” 

His volume increased. “Lijiang! I’d told him he 

should just take the train there, he kept saying no. 

Guess what he said? He said if he takes a train it’ll 

break the pilgrimage. He has to do it all on foot!” 

In the next month or two I learned the names of 

many far-off places. Shangri-la (Lu Jian: “3,400 me-

ters above sea-level!”), Yading (Lu Jian: “You can see 

loads of mountains from there!”), Litang (Lu Jian: 

“4,000 metres above sea-level, it’s the highest town in 

the world!”), Batang and Zhubalong (Lu Jian: “His 

boots wore out between them!”). Then Markam, then 

Zogong. And Zogong is in Tibet. 

“He’ll be in Lhasa any day now,” said Lu Jian, 

his concern evident. “Do you think he can quit the 

games?” 

“Who knows?” 

Lu Jian thought a moment. “Do you think it’s un-

fair of him, to have us pay for his trip so he can give up 

video games?” 

I also thought a moment. “What if he has? You 

chose to give him the money, didn’t you?” 

“I was thinking that I’d be doing him a favour, as 

long as he managed to quit. But…” 

“Can he quit, that’s the question.” 

So we’d gone round in a circle. And did I want 

him to quit the games, or was I hoping he’d fail? It was 

like before he’d left for Tibet: I hoped he’d go, but I 

also hoped he’d be all bluster and no action. And in 

the end, I just didn’t know what I wanted to happen. 

_ Fu Yuehui
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Lu Jian’s live updates continued, and I tracked 

Guan Liang’s progress by tracing a red line across an 

online map: After Zogong he walked to Bamda (Lu 

Jian: “That’s where there’s a road with 99 bends, and 

there’s the Bamda grasslands, and lots of mountains, 

Guan Liang says he never dreamed there could be so 

many mountains, it’s a shame they’re not made of jew-

els”), then to Rakwa Lake (Lu Jian: “He met someone 

really interesting there”), the Midui Glacier (Lu Jian: 

“Guan Liang says if it’s not one mountain up there 

it’s another mountain, he’s getting blinded by the sun 

shining off all the snow”), Bayi (Lu Jian: “He met 

pilgrims who prostrate with every step. He eats with 

them quite often. Most Tibetans going on a pilgrim-

age to Lhasa sell off their livestock and anything worth 

any money then take their families with them. One of 

them goes ahead on a three-wheeler with all their bed-

ding and cooking stuff. The rest walk, lying flat on the 

ground with every step to show their piety. They only 

cover ten kilometres or so a day… some of them cheat 

though, when nobody’s watching they take several 

steps at once. And when they get to wherever they’re 

stopping whoever’s gone ahead on the three-wheeler 

has got the yurt up and made food. The food’s pretty 

basic, dough nugget soup and the like. They can travel 

like that for a year. And when they’ve got to Lhasa and 

prostrated themselves in front of the Buddha they take 

the train back home and start all over again. When-

ever Guan Liang meets people like that they give him 

food. The Tibetans say they like people who walk, 

they’re more down to earth than people who drive”) 

then Pagsum Lake (Lu Jian: His boots are completely 

ruined, he had to tie them together with some rags he 

found by the roadside”). 

One day stood out among all these others. Guan 

Liang had packed up and wolfed down half a bowl of 

dough nugget soup left over from the previous eve-

ning. Poking his head from the tent he was blinded by 

bright sunshine – a fantastic day, without a cloud in 

the sky. Blue skies, high mountains, grasslands – every-

thing clear and solid. And after three or four kilome-

tres of walking, he saw Rakwa Lake. 

It was as if someone had poured the sky out. The 

sheer brilliance of it left him swaying. He stood there, 

taking one deep breath after another before setting 

off down to the water’s edge. It’d been days since 

he’d bathed or even washed his face, nor had he seen 

a mirror, and as he suspected the creature ref lected 

in the lake was barely recognisable. He set down his 

bag and knelt to drink deeply before washing his face 

and hands. Finally he filled a water bottle and stepped 

away from the lake to wash his feet. The freezing wa-

ter chilled his bones. 

As he stood back up and pulled on his boots he no-

ticed a patch of scarlet reflected in the lake. He turned 

and saw a young monk watching him. 

“Thank you,” the smiling young monk said. 

“Me?” asked Guan Liang, looking down at himself 

and seeing only droplets of water sparkling as they 

dripped from his fingertips. 

“For not just washing your feet in the lake.” The 

young lama pointed at Guan Liang’s glistening calves 

and then at the lake. “You must have seen, lots of peo-

ple do it.” 

Guan Liang laughed, unsure of what to say. 

“Hello. I’m Tsangbo Wandai. You can just call me 

Kiru.” The young monk smiled widely, revealing clean 

white teeth that shone against a round and sun-beaten 
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face. 

“Hi. I’m Guan Liang,” he replied, finding himself 

smiling back. 

Kiru seemed as transparent and bright as the lake 

itself and his presence put Guan Liang at ease. Kiru 

was also on his way to Lhasa. 

“It’s still a long way,” said Guan Liang. “Do you 

think you can make it?” Guan Liang cast his eye over 

Kiru’s bag – nothing more than a white knitted-nylon 

sack tied to his torso with a blue nylon cord. The cord 

cut deeply into Kiru’s shoulders. Guan Liang found his 

own backpack, with its two thick padded straps, pain-

ful enough. 

Kiru didn’t answer either way, just smiling in re-

sponse. 

Guan Liang hadn’t spoken to anyone for days and 

was happy to listen to Kiru chatter on. It turned out he 

was Han, not Tibetan. Nineteen years ago a Tibetan 

family on pilgrimage had found a baby abandoned by 

the roadside, wrapped up in a woollen rug and with a 

note tucked under his armpit informing the finder of 

his ethnicity and time and place of birth. He’d been 

there for at least two days and was a dark blue, per-

haps minutes from death. The Tibetans, a couple in 

their fifties, adopted him. And as they arrived at the 

entrance to Jokhang temple, the child gave his first 

laugh. This was, for the Tibetan couple, a miracle: 

surely destiny had brought the baby to Buddha. Later 

his adoptive parents placed him in a monastery. And 

now he was on his way to Lhasa, to see that temple 

which had given him his first laugh. And he was laugh-

ing still, as he told these tales. 

“Tsangbo Wandai was the name I was given in the 

monastery, by the Living Buddha there. But I’ve never 

forgotten the name my parents gave me. Do you know 

what Kiru means, in Tibetan?” 

“Luck and happiness?” Guan Liang guessed, based 

on the Mandarin word it sounded like. 

Kiru laughed long and loud, showing those white 

teeth. “Dogshit!” 

“What?” Guan Liang hadn’t expected the sudden 

obscenity. 

“Kiru is Tibetan for dogshit!” 

“What? You’re kidding?” 

“If you Han folk have a child who almost dies you 

call it Dogfood, don’t you? Because that’s what it al-

most was?” 

Guan Liang noted that “you Han folk.” 

“My Tibetan parents gave me that name as they 

were scared I wouldn’t live. And it seemed to match 

my lot in life.” 

“Don’t think like that… your real parents must 

have had their reasons…” 

Kiru fell silent, as did Guan Liang. They walked 

on accompanied only by the sound of their footsteps. 

Left, right. Left, right, left, right, step, step, step. Kiru 

looked back, his face glistening with sweat. “I want to 

spin the prayer wheels at Jokhang, the really big ones.” 

His voice was earnest and he span the small wooden 

prayer wheel he held as he spoke. “I’ll spin them for 

my Tibetan parents, and for my Han parents, so they 

can all escape suffering sooner.” 

“Are prayer wheels that powerful?” Guan Liang 

asked. 

Kiru’s eyes widened in shock. “You don’t know? 

There’s a six-word prayer in here. Every time I spin 

the wheel it’s like reading the prayer once. The more 

prayers I read, the more devotion to Buddha I show, 
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and the sooner I escape the cycle of suffering. There’s 

two huge prayer wheels at the entrance to Jokhang, 

with lots and lots of prayers inside, one spin of those 

earns more virtue than all I’ve earned with this little 

one… but….” Kiru’s expression changed a little: “The 

living Buddha said that’s not the right way to think 

about it… hey, are you Buddhist? I know a lot of Han 

aren’t.” 

“I don’t know.” Guan Liang had meant to say 

Buddhism was pointless, but for some reason changed 

his mind. 

“How can you not know?” Kiru asked, eyes wide. 

And they spent almost the entire day in discussions 

of faith. But it was only after they lay down to sleep 

that Guan Liang discovered Kiru’s secret. Kiru waited 

till Guan Liang was asleep and then started to move 

around, smearing an ointment into his shoulders. This 

woke Guan Liang, who turned on his torch. He stared 

in shock: the nylon cord had cut two deep wounds, 

wet with blood and pus, into Kiru’s shoulders. Kiru 

pulled his robe back around him, his dark face turning 

maroon. 

Against Kiru’s protests, Guan Liang insisted they 

stop and rest. 

“We need to rest before we walk any more,” he 

said, the sense of responsibility he was feeling a sur-

prise even to himself. 

Kiru didn’t respond beyond hanging his head and 

chewing his lip girlishly. 

The next morning Kiru arose early, as he had the 

previous six mornings. He shook Guan Liang awake, 

but Guan Liang insisted on resting. Kiru did not ar-

gue, but simply packed up his things, washed his face 

and cooked a batch of potatoes. He ate two, stashed 

two in his bag and gave the remaining five to Guan 

Liang before filling a water bottle from a stream that 

flowed down from the snowy mountains. Guan Liang 

watched these preparations and offered baskets of rea-

sons for Kiru to stay: “You wouldn’t just leave me here 

alone, would you? I’m tired, even if you aren’t!” But 

despite Guan Liang’s imploring, Kiru left. 

“You really don’t know if you believe or not?” Kiru 

called back. 

The bright sun of the plateau seemed to ignite his 

scarlet robes. 

“I don’t know.” Guan Liang shook his head, the 

word “pointless” coming briefly to mind and then dis-

appearing. 

“You’ll know when you get to Lhasa,” Kiru said 

with assurance and an unselfconscious smile. 

Guan Liang watched Kiru fade away, his robes a 

dying ember. 

“Tsangbo Wandai!” Guan Liang shouted after 

him. 

“Call me Kiru,” Kiru answered, unturning. 

The sky a deep blue, the sunlight dazzling, his 

robes a dying ember. 

Guan Liang spent the remainder of that day by 

his tent. He was sure Kiru would come back, so they 

could walk together. But as night fell around him there 

was still no sign of any embers f laring back to life. 

There was nothing but the twinkling stars, those cold 

and barren rocks. He set off before dawn the following 

day, determined to catch up with Kiru. But he never 

saw him again. 

Guan Liang walked for almost every moment 

of the day. He looked up at the sky or down at the 

ground, knowing without looking that the scenery to 
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the side would be either grasslands or mountains. His 

preparations had been far from adequate – his boots 

were worn out, his clothes unfit for winter. He turned 

blue in the cold, shivering uncontrollably even in his 

tent, every step a trial. Worse, he was running out of 

food. Fortunately an army truck passed him near Pag-

sum Lake and the soldiers stopped, believing they had 

discovered some kind of caveman. Imagine how he 

must have looked to them: skin sunburned, beard un-

kempt, hair matted, clothes ragged. To their surprise 

their new discovery produced a graduation certificate 

from a well-known university. The soldiers gave him 

a lift and on parting gifted him clothes and a box of 

instant noodles. And so caveman Guan Liang, a box of 

instant noodles balanced on his shoulder, arrived in his 

last stop before Lhasa: Namchadiwa. 

According to Lu Jian, Guan Liang was in the 

best of moods. For months he’d been bored of snowy 

mountains, but Namchadiwa had, he said, the most 

beautiful in all the world. In the past Lu Jian would 

have taken issue with this: You haven’t seen all the 

mountains in the world, so how do you know these 

are the most beautiful? But Lu Jian had acquired a 

complete faith in Guan Liang’s judgement. He also 

breathlessly repeated Guan Liang’s uncharacteristically 

poetic description: The snow-capped mountains glow-

ing in the last rays of the setting sun, clouds roiling 

between the peaks as if disturbed by passing gods. And 

Guan Liang, tempered by months of toil and hardship, 

looked up on those mountains and thought of all his 

regrets. 

Lu Jian seemed uncertain. “What do you think? 

Will he still play games?” 

“How could he after seeing all that?” 

“Mencius said,” Lu Jian told me, “that before the 

gods give anyone an important role they train them, 

making them suffer and work, making them hungry 

and poor. Guan Liang told me that Kiru isn’t the only 

Han baby to be abandoned like that, lots of young 

folk, if they’re having a kid they don’t want, go to 

Lhasa and leave it there for the locals. And he said he’s 

not spent much money, so when he gets to Lhasa he’s 

going to use our money to help those children…” 

Ahead of me shone a snowy mountain, others be-

hind it. I ran towards them, yet my body weighed me 

down, my legs spongy and powerless. The mountains 

were just there yet just out of reach. Sweat poured 

from me as I reached for them, to no avail. And worse, 

the mountains were now receding, initially slowly but 

gathering pace and leaving me further behind. I pan-

icked and struggled to cast off my body so I could fly 

to them. But the ground beneath my feet collapsed, 

the mountains now drawn inwards, falling unwaver-

ingly towards me… I woke with a start and lay in 

the darkness before falling asleep again – and again 

dreamed the walls around me were snowy mountains, 

this time close to me and closing in. I spent the night 

in continuous dreams of snowy mountains. 

I shaved in the mirror, my beard having apparently 

grown more than usual overnight. In a moment of 

carelessness I nicked the corner of my lip and a droplet 

of blood oozed out. I dabbed it with a piece of toilet 

paper, leaving a dark red circle on the white. A sunset 

over the mountains, I thought. 

Those dreams lasted a week, until I received an-

other update from Lu Jian: 

“Guan Liang… Guan Liang’s made it to Lhasa!” 

“He actually made it?” My heart pumped faster. 
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“He made it! But you know what?” Lu Jian be-

came irate: “Tell me, what was the point? We all gave 

him all that money, and he still did it the hard way…” 

I laughed so hard I fought for breath. 

I could picture Lu Jian holding his phone, his 

pudgy baby-face f lushed with annoyance. I hung up 

and continued laughing, unsure what I was laughing 

at. 

A scene gradually came to mind, unusually vivid. A 

Lhasa street at dusk. Guan Liang stood there, ragged, 

unkempt and stinking. Passers-by glanced curiously 

at him as they made their way around him and moved 

on. But Guan Liang, entirely at peace, carefully looked 

over the shops lining the street before choosing a 

noodle restaurant. He ordered a bowl of beef noodles 

and slurped them all down, then drank the broth. And 

then another bowl, disposed of with equal dispatch. 

A contented rub of his distended belly, a contented 

belch, and he returned to the street, swaying under 

the weight of his bag. And in the middle of the street, 

did he pause a moment to think of us? Of Niu Lihua, 

Jiang Yiqing, and Yu Xin? Of Kiru? Even if he did, 

those thoughts would not stop his determined prog-

ress towards the internet cafe opposite. 

From the internet cafe Guan Liang was able to 

phone Lu Jian. 

“So have you made it to Lhasa?” 

“I made it.” 

“God, you actually made it! To Lhasa! On foot!” 

“It was pointless.” 

My last contact with Guan Liang 

After I completed my novel I received a large bag 

in the post. The sender’s name was Guan Liang. The 

return address was in Lhasa, but the postmark was 

Shanghai. 

It was a suit, a suit I recognised as the one Guan 

Liang had bought for job interviews. There was a note 

stuffed in a pocket, two sloppily written lines on it. 

Thank you for your selfless donation 

Wishing you a bright future 

So there was no hope of getting my five hundred 

yuan back! Unless I regarded this cheap suit as fair ex-

change. But why had he sent it to me? To make up for 

the fight over the curtain? Looking at the suit I sensed 

I would never see him again to ask. 

That suit hangs on the wall behind me now, a but-

terfly’s cast-off cocoon. 

Translated by Roddy Flagg
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挑滑车

Overturning the Iron Cart 

I shouldn’t have known the one named Ox, shouldn’t have come to Ox Head Mountain 

Otherwise I’d be drinking and hunting back home, living a life of ease

Whereas now, I’ve been pushed halfway up the hillside of history 

Overturning iron cart after iron cart that’s come from who knows where 

Like Camus, forever pushing a rolling stone up a mountain 

He’s of mixed ancestry, in his mother’s womb he became a pure outsider 

After he was born came the First World War, and so he became an outsider to peace

His father joined the army, and he became an orphan, standing outside of good fortune 

Outside of prosperity, his childhood only filled with dampness and poverty 

He caught tuberculosis, was kept on the outside of health 

Lived a life of vagrancy, became estranged from Sartre, always 

Outside of stability and unity. Ultimately wheels whirling at full speed 

Crushed his middle age, and so he lay outside of life 

I feel as if I’m outside the times, merely relying on the pull of inertia

Soon my horse won’t be able to bear the strain, I won’t be able to bear the strain, you

Won’t be able to contain your joy. On a white paper-like mountain path 

I’ll paint the latest, reddest pictures, 64 cents apiece

Whether they are snapped up, torn up, cursed out, or spread by word of mouth

Has got nothing to do with me: I’m not proud, I’m not precious – consider me crazy 
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我一直想穿过这条马路

I’ve Always Wanted to Cross This Street 

I’ve always wanted to cross this street

walk over to that phone booth on the other side 

and call you all one by one

to let you know I’ve made something of myself  

But now I start to question 

whether this road before my eyes 

is the road I wanted to cross so many years ago 

whether that phone booth still waits alone in the rain 

whether you’ve been somewhere far away, holding the receiver 

all these years

waiting for this insignificant thing 
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夜奔

Fleeing by Night

After the flames of the feed shed have been extinguished

he too slows the pace of his night flight

There must be a blaze lit behind

before he can sense the light of dawn ahead 

He feels like a peddler, load lightened from selling off his wares

Now the vessels he shoulders

in front and behind

are filled with night
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收藏家

The Collector

the thing

I’m proudest of

is stashing away an ocean

until the people from the maritime bureau

came pounding on the door

I kept whistling

a sea breeze blowing

beside the cupboard

I used scissors to snip

the excess waves
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姥爷的礼物

Grandpa’s Gift

Grandpa worked in a department store

On the eve of the Moon Festival 

he’d bring me home a bag of mooncake crumbs

It was what he’d dumped out of the white tin box on the counter

after the mooncakes had all been sold 

This became my special treat 

I’d bury my face in the plastic bag and eat

when I was done I’d lick it some more

I’m not interested in mooncakes

I only like eating mooncake crumbs

No longer interested in moon gazing 

I only like burying my face in 

broken moonlight

January 6, 2015
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减少

Reduction

When I eat kebabs I reduce the number of sheep

but the grassland doesn’t notice at all 

When I take a shower I reduce the amount of water

but the ocean doesn’t notice at all

When I write I reduce the number of trees

but the forest doesn’t notice at all

When I drink tea I reduce the amount of Pu-erh

but Yunnan doesn’t notice at all

When I walk I wear down the road

but I’m not the last truck that overturns it

When I go horseback riding I put stress on the horse

but I’m not the last straw that breaks it

I chop vegetables, reducing vegetation

but even more farmers flood the streets

I drink beer, shrinking the amount of foam 

but even more belches of beer well up in my throat

I use solar power to plunder sunlight

but the golden coin of the sun isn’t diminished at all

I use windshield wipers to blast the heavy rain 

but the barracks of black clouds remain a powerful army

The earth is reduced to a global village

but the villagers are still disconnected 

Daytime is reduced to daydreams

but the people in dreams still dwell in chaos 

Human life expectancy is reducing

but the probability of reincarnation is increasing

Human joy is reducing

but the volume of funeral music is rising  

When flames seize and turn a person to ash

the oil that bubbles up from a drilled well  

doesn’t notice at all
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薄雾

Haze

In the beginning I was a forward 

what I liked best was to spearhead the offense 

then I kicked my way to center back 

then I defended the goal 

then I crouched behind the goalkeeper and collected stray balls

then I retreated to the stands and watched 

then I was shut out by the steel gate 

haggling with scalpers

then I was riding a bike right on by 

a sidelong glance cast this way 

in the light morning haze

like a true passerby 
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浮雕

Relief Sculpture 

I’d already delved headlong into rock

Too bad I happened to turn back my head 

需要

Need 

the need for an axe

isn’t to split open the

heart’s glacier

but to split open our desire to split 

it open

frozen

by this desire 

we reap what we’d sown in the harsh cold 

wasting so many springs
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趁着

While

While there’s still an ocean of water

let us stare at the sea and sigh at our smallness 

While there’s still a river of water

let us wash and groom the horses

While there’s still a pool of water

let us swim with grace

While there’s still a bucket of water

let us put down our carrying poles

While there’s still a puddle of water

let us fold paper boats

While there’s still a basin of water

let us wet our withered hair

While there’s still a glass of water

let us gift it to our lips

While there’s still a drop of water

let us tuck into a ball

dive into this water drop, stay silent

then slowly roll down 

the earth’s cheek 

Translated by Jennifer Feeley 
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 2011

Pathlight, the English edition of the magazine, is founded. Its goal is “to cast a light on 

the path between East and West”. It begins life as a quarterly publication.

November: a trial issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “The Mao Dun Literature Prize”.

 2012 

Three more issues of Pathlight are produced.

March: the first issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “The London Book Fair”.

June: the second issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Writers of Power”.

December: the third issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Mo Yan Wins the Nobel Literature Prize”.

 2013 

Four more issues of Pathlight are produced.

April: the Spring issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Future”.

July: the Summer issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Speed”.

August: a special edition of Pathlight is published; the theme is “The Istanbul Book Fair”.

September: the Autumn issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Lost and Found”.

People’s Literature Magazine Foreign Editions: 

Timeline
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 2014 

Three more issues of Pathlight are produced; the new French and Italian editions are 

also launched.

March: the Spring issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Peoples”.

July: the first issue of Caratteri, the Italian edition of the magazine, is published; the theme is “Directions”.

August: the Summer issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Gender”.

October: the first issue of Promesses Littéraires, the French edition of the magazine, is published; the theme is 

“Women Writers”.

November: the Autumn issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Myth and History”.

 2015 

Four more issues of Pathlight are produced; one issue of Caratteri and Promesses Litté-

raires are produced; the new German, Japanese and Russian editions are also launched.

April: the first 2015 issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Nature”.

May: the second 2015 issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “The 2015 Book Expo of America”.

July: the second issue of Promesses Littéraires is published; the theme is “Young Writers”.

October: the first issue of Cвeтильник, the Russian edition of the magazine, is published; the theme is “North and South”.

November: the first issue of Leuchtspur, the German edition of the magazine, is published; the theme is “Thinking”.

November: the first issue of 灯火 , the Japanese edition of the magazine, is published; the theme is “Tradition and Modernity”.

November: the third 2015 issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “The Lu Xun Literature Prize”.

December: the second issue of Caratteri is published; the theme is “Time”.

December: the fourth 2015 issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Influence”.

People’s Literature Magazine Foreign Editions: Timeline



 PATHLIGHT  /   No.3 2016206

 2016 

Four more issues of Pathlight are produced; one issue of Caratteri, Promesses Littéraires, 

Leuchtspur, 灯火 and Cвeтильник are produced; a special edition of 灯火 is also produced, 

along with the first bilingual editions of the magazine in French, English and Italian; two 

Spanish editions (Latin American and European) of the magazine are launched, as well 

as Arabic and Korean editions.

April: a special edition of 灯火 is published.

April: the first 2016 issue of Pathlight is published; the theme is “Growing Up”.

May: the first bilingual edition of Promesses Littéraires is published.

August: the third issue of Caratteri is published; the theme is “Vision”.

August: the second issue of Leuchtspur is published; the theme is “Imagination”.

August: the first bilingual edition of Pathlight is published.

August: the first issue of Beacons of the Silk Road, the Arabic edition of the magazine, is published; the theme is “China 

Stories”.

August: the first issue of 灯光 , the Korean edition of the magazine, is published, the theme is “Family”.

September: the third issue of Promesses Littéraires is published; the theme is “Inheritance and Conflict”. The maga-

zine is retitled “Dawn”.

 Upcoming Publications

The first Latin American Spanish issue of the magazine; the theme will be “Vision”.

The first European Spanish issue of the magazine, in co-operation with Leer magazine in Madrid.

The second issue of 灯火 ; the theme will be “Nature and Life”.

Timeline
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 2015

April 14th: As part of the “Sino-French Cultural Spring” 10th Anniversary Event, People’s Literature held an event 

at the Institut Français in Beijing entitled “Women Writers and Translators” to introduce the first issue of Promess-

es Littéraires.

July 29th: Introduced Pathlight to a symposium on “Interactions Between Contemporary Chinese Literature and 

the English World” at the Lu Xun Institute in Beijing.

August 30th: Held a literary salon on the different editions of People’s Literature Magazine at the Beijing Bookworm 

as part of the 22nd Beijing International Book Fair.

November 23rd: Launched Leuchtspur at the Germany embassy in Beijing.

December 4th: “Expressing China: New frontiers for the foreign language editions of People’s Literature Magazine” 

– a forum held in conjunction with the Beijing Language and Culture University.

 2016

January 21st: The second issue of Promesses Littéraires was launched at the Institut Français in Beijing.

April 21st: The special edition of 灯火 is launched as part of the Sino-Japanese Translation Symposium at the Japan 

Foundation in Beijing.

May 5th: The second issue of Caratteri is launched as part of the Sino-Italian Translation at the Italian embassy in 

Beijing.

May 27th: Leuchtspur is the subject of a special public lecture on cultural exchange between China and Austria, at 

the Austrian Embassy in Beijing.

August 25th: “Beacons of the Silk Road” is launched at a special event held at the Public Diplomacy and Culture 

Exchange Center in Beijing.

People’s Literature Magazine Foreign Editions: 

Events
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In October of 2015, Shi Zhanjun, the chief editor of 

People’s Literature, traveled to the United States and 

Canada as part of a delegation conducting a series of 

discussions with experts and students. In these discus-

sions they promoted Pathlight magazine, and listened 

to the opinions of those who attended the discussions 

at Harvard University, Boston University, Wellesley 

College, and the University of Waterloo. 

During the discussion held at Harvard with the faculty 

and students of the East Asian Languages and Civili-

zations department, titled “The English Translation 

and Promotion of Chinese Authors and Their Works; 

the Management and Publication of Pathlight,” David 

Der-wei Wang, Harvard professor and an overseas 

research expert and authority on Chinese literature, 

gave an extremely positive assessment of Pathlight’s 

artistic standards and caliber of translation after listen-

ing to the introduction of the publication, and read-

ing through an edition of the magazine. In particular, 

after noticing many translated works by contemporary 

Chinese and overseas Chinese-language writers that 

he admired, Professor Wang expressed his opinion 

that this publication could be representative of the 

styles and features of Chinese literature. He suggested 

that Pathlight be distributed for free to well-known 

faculty at universities in English-speaking countries, 

so they might use their influence to promote Pathlight 

throughout the English-speaking world. 

The professor cited a similar magazine from Taiwan, 

which had long provided him with complimentary 

issues. When he learned that the publication was run-

ning short of funds, and that a sizable postage fee 

would be required to continue receiving issues, he 

recommended that they spend the extra money, as the 

publicity that the magazine’s distribution brought was 

more than worth it. Professor Wang praised Pathlight’s 

translation team for their use of foreign translators, for 

their pursuit of accuracy in their translated texts, and 

for their guarantee of idiomatic and artistic transla-

tions. He also approved of the magazine’s method of 

introducing its translation team at the end of the pub-

lication. 

An academic discussion concerning Pathlight was held 

with researchers and students at Boston University, 

hosted by Catherine Yeh, a professor with Boston 

University’s Asian Studies department and an author-

ity on Asian literature. The distinguished contem-

Events
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porary Chinese-American writer Ha Jin was also in 

attendance. Following a spirited introduction to Path-

light’s individual style by Professor Yeh, Jin addressed 

the discussion’s other participants. All attendees were 

aware that People’s Literature is China’s most important 

literary magazine, he said, and now they also knew 

that Pathlight was the greatest magazine for English 

translations of Chinese-language literature. Praising 

the publication as earnestly and thoughtfully run, Jin 

called Pathlight the best magazine of its type that he 

had ever come across. He suggested that it put more 

effort into international promotion, and try to attract 

an even greater number of Sinologists and translators 

to help promote China’s best literary works. Addition-

ally, Jin recommended that Pathlight increase its pres-

ence in library collections and explore the possibili-

ties of entering classrooms as a learning material by 

increasing its promotion in the Asian Studies depart-

ments of universities in English-speaking countries 

and Confucius Institutes. 

Wellesley College is America’s most well-known 

women’s college. Among its alumnae are noted figures 

such as Hillary Clinton, Soong Mei-ling, and Bing 

Xin. During the discussion held at this college, Shi 

Zhanjun gave a speech introducing Pathlight. After 

listening to Shi’s words and reading through the pub-

lication, Eve Zimmerman, director of Wellesley’s East 

Asian Languages and Culture department, well-known 

American researcher and expert translator of Japanese 

literature, made the prompt decision to subscribe to 

the magazine and to also use it as reading material for 

students. Zimmerman recommended that Pathlight be 

introduced to a greater number of American institutes 

of higher education, and said she thought that any ex-

pert interested in literature would enjoy this publica-

tion. Professor Mingwei Song, who hosted this discus-

sion, told the other participants that he had previously 

worked as an editor at a Hong-Kong-based magazine 

that translated Chinese literature into English; how-

ever, he said, the breadth of Pathlight’s content, its 

production quality, and its caliber of translation are all 

a step above those of the former publication. Professor 

Song, himself a researcher of science-fiction literature, 

especially appreciated Pathlight’s special issue entitled 

“The Future”. This issue provided readers with an 

ample introduction to the author Liu Cixin prior to 

his receipt of the Hugo Award. 

Professor Song later sent the delegates a text message: 

People’s Literature Magazine Foreign Editions: Events
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“I read issue after issue of Pathlight in my office today 

– it’s superb! It’s hard to believe that you’ve been pub-

lishing this magazine for three years already. With the 

exception of the special issue “The Future” that Wu 

Yan sent me previously, this is the first time I’ve read 

an issue cover to cover. Considering the type of re-

search I do, I feel quite ashamed to admit this. At the 

same time I also realize how extraordinary your publi-

cation is. This magazine is indeed of a high caliber.” 

The delegation also held a conversation with Canada’s 

mainstream scholars in world literature research, as 

well as publishers, and writers of Chinese literature. 

Present at the event were professors and students of 

translation and literature from Canadian institutions 

such as McMaster University, York University, and 

the University of Toronto, as well as representatives of 

Canadian publishing houses and magazines. 

The discussion’s participants mentioned that they had 

previously received no small number of Chinese books 

and publications introducing China’s economy, cul-

ture, and other aspects; however, they had always felt 

that these materials were rarely utilized in a profes-

sional context and that it was also difficult to directly 

apply them to education or research. Pathlight, on the 

other hand, could be used in the classroom for courses 

that interpret contemporary Chinese literature or 

translation. The increased presence of Pathlight in the 

university classroom was seen as a very effective means 

for promoting Chinese literature and culture. 

Participants at the forum held at the University of 

Waterloo, which was titled “Expanding Chinese-

English Translation and Themes; Promoting and Pub-

lishing Pathlight,” included Wendy Fletcher, principal 

of Renison University College at the University of 

Waterloo; Professor Brandt; and Yan Li, director of 

the Confucius Institute at the University of Waterloo 

and adjunct associate professor at Renison University 

College; as well as over 100 other faculty members 

and students. In a lively discussion, Shi Zhanjun intro-

duced Pathlight to the event’s attendees and answered a 

series of questions concerning the aesthetic changes in 

contemporary Chinese literature. The audience shared 

a high opinion of Pathlight; they considered it a vivid 

and immersive educational tool for the illumination 

of Chinese literature and culture to students outside 

China. In particular, the fact that Pathlight is published 

in versions in languages other than English, including 

Events
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German, Japanese, Russian, French, and Italian, in 

addition to the Spanish, Arabic, Korean, and Swedish 

editions still in development, makes the magazine very 

well-suited for classroom use in Confucius Institutes. 

October 16, 2015 was the third day of the sixty-sev-

enth annual Frankfurt Book Fair. On the stage of Hall 

5.1 that afternoon, Yingxin Gong, director of Ger-

many’s Book Information Centre (BIZ), assumed the 

role event planner on behalf on the People’s Literature 

Publishing House and hosted the launch ceremony for 

the German edition of Pathlight. Ms. Gong also en-

gaged in a discussion on contemporary Chinese litera-

ture with a group of translators. She began by intro-

ducing the history of People’s Literature, the origin of 

Pathlight’s foreign-language editions, and the current 

status of multilingual translation and publishing. Mar-

tin Winter, the head editor of Pathlight’s German edi-

tion, as well as Maja Linnemann and Martina Hasse, 

each spoke about their respective translation experi-

ences and the works they had previously translated. 

Ms. Gong, Mr. Winter, Ms. Linnemann, and Ms. 

Hasse then inquired into the acceptance of contempo-

rary Chinese literature by German-language readers, 

as well as how one might speak to these readers on a 

People’s Literature Magazine Foreign Editions: Events

more familiar level. The attendees and media repre-

sentatives at the event, which numbered over thirty, 

participated actively in this discussion, putting forth 

quite a few of their own opinions and suggestions. 

During this launch ceremony, Ms. Gong also distrib-

uted complimentary copies to the Confucius Institutes 

of the Goethe University Frankfurt and the University 

of Bremen on behalf of the People’s Literature Pub-

lishing House.

Transleted by Dave Haysom and Zac Haluza
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Translators

Natascha Bruce

Natascha Bruce is a translator from the UK, currently living in Hong Kong. She has 
translated short stories and personal essays by writers including Dorothy Tse, Baoerji Yuanye, 
and Xu Xiaobin. She was joint winner of the 2015 Bai Meigui Award. At the moment, she 
is working with mentor Jeremy Tiang as part of ALTA’s 2016/17 Emerging Translator 
Mentorship Program.

Michael Day

Michael Day is a freelance translator and writer who hails from the Midwestern United 
States but currently lives in Mexico City. He was co-winner of the 2015 Bai Meigui 
Translation Competition, Leeds University, UK in 2015.

Jennifer Feeley

Jennifer Feeley is the translator of Not Written Words: Selected Poetry of Xi Xi and co-
editor of Simultaneous Worlds: Global Science Fiction Cinema. Her translations have 
appeared in various journals and anthologies. She holds a PhD in East Asian Languages and 
Literatures from Yale University.

Roddy Flagg accidentally moved to China after graduating in something entirely irrelevant, and 
surprised himself by ending up earning a living translating Chinese and running websites. He left 
China after ten years and is now living in London, where he continues to surprise himself.

Roddy Flagg

Eleanor Goodman

Eleanor Goodman’s first book of translations, Something Crosses My Mind: Selected 
Poems of Wang Xiaoni (Zephyr Press, 2014) was the recipient of a 2013 PEN/Heim 
Translation Grant and winner of the 2015 Lucien Stryk Prize. The book was also shortlisted 
for the International Griffin Prize. Her first collection of poetry, Nine Dragon Island 
(Enclave/Zephyr, 2016), was a finalist for the Drunken Boat First Book Prize. The 
anthology Iron Moon, a translation of Chinese worker’s poetry, will be out in 2017. She is a 
Research Associate at the Harvard University Fairbank Center.
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Dave Haysom (www.spittingdog.net) has been living and working in Beijing since 
graduating from Leeds University with a degree in Classical Literature and English in 
2007. He has previously translated works by contemporary authors including Shi Tiesheng, 
Wu Ming-yi and Sun Yisheng.

Dave Haysom

John Howard-Gibbon

Chenxin Jiang 

Chenxin Jiang was born in Singapore and grew up in Hong Kong. Recent translations 
include French Concession by Xiao Bai for HarperCollins and The Cowshed by Ji 
Xianlin for New York Review Books. She is now working on a translation of Yau Ching’s 
poems, and also translates from Italian and German.

Karmia Olutade is a Chinese Canadian writer and translator who recently finished her 
degree in English literature and creative writing with an emphasis in poetry at Stanford 
University, where she began her dramatic writing career. Her original musicals and plays 
include Forgetting Tiburon, Nightmouth, Pawn (“Best Original Musical Award” at the 
2011 Daegu Int’l Musical Festival; NY Int’l Fringe Festival), Tsangyang Gyatso and a 
young adult piece, Foundling Hill. Her bilingual poetry collection Ere (Foreign Languages 
Press) was published in 2007 and her English translation of Wang Wenqin’s poetry collection 
Good Now (Yunnan Publishing House), was published in 2013. She currently writes and 
teaches in Beijing.

Karmia Olutade

John Howard-Gibbon, a native of Canada, has translated numerous works from 
Chinese, including Lao She’s Teahouse and Xu Xiaobin’s Feathered Serpent (co-
translated with Joanne Wang). He also worked as a copy editor at China Daily in 
Beijing. Howard-Gibbon passed away in 2011.
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Jim Weldon is from the north of England. After leaving secondary education, he worked for 
a decade in unskilled and semi-skilled jobs. He then went to SOAS, under the University of 
London, to study Chinese. Upon graduation, he volunteered at a rural development agency 
implementing projects in  south-west Sichuan. He then worked for an independent social 
development research journal in Beijing. Jim also undertook various translation projects, 
and when his post at the journal came to an end, this became his full-time occupation. He has 
translated literature, social science papers and monographs, journalism and art criticism.

Jim Weldon

Hallie Treadway

Hallie Treadway is a 2010 graduate of Dartmouth College, where she majored in Chinese 
and English Literature. Her interest in translation was kindled in high school by the 
differences between literal, literary, and singable translations of French art songs and 
Schubert Lieder. This interest grew during college, in no small part due to Prof. Monika 
Otter’s formidable course “Translation: Theory and Practice.” After graduation, Hallie 
focused on building her understanding of China and Chinese. She spent two years as a 
Teaching Fellow with Teach for China, studied Chinese for a year at the Inter-University 
Program for Chinese Language Studies (IUP), and has been employed in the education 
industry since. 

Nick Stember

Nick Stember is a historian and translator of Chinese fiction. In 2015 he completed a Master 
of Arts in the Department of Asian Studies at the University of British Columbia. His work 
has been featured in The International Journal of Comic Art, Clarkesworld Magazine, 
LEAP: The International Art Magazine of Contemporary China, and The China 
Story Yearbook.

Luisetta Mudie

Luisetta Mudie is a Chinese-to-English translator living near London. She graduated from 
the University of Leeds with a degree in Modern Chinese Studies in 1990. She has worked as 
a journalist in Taiwan, Hong Kong and Beijing, including for the Financial Times, Reuters, 
AFP, and the BBC World Service in London. She is currently a regular translator for Radio 
Free Asia (RFA). She was the winner of the 2nd Bai Meigui Translation Competition, 2016, 
run by Writing Chinese at Leeds University and Read Paper Republic. 
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Midway up the mountain is a large graveyard

The plants covering it have all been

Ripped out

Revealing unyielding brown earth

I expect that when the lush spring light comes

This place will still be

Flowerless, fruitless

To my Father, death is on

Our side of the divide

His few old shirts in the closet back home

Bitterly hang onto human form 

Some moments

They are still warm

Concerning the flowers of another world,

We only have inexhaustible

Guesses –

How many greetings grown from desperation

Must we remember?

In each grain of earth I happen to palm, Father

Is answering me

Just like my half-deaf Mother on the kang

Who has burnt the rice black 

The way she

Is answering me

Translated by Hallie Treadway

The Barren Graveyard
By Chen Xianfa


