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               Bei Dao, wearing his father’s sheepskin coat, 1970

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

             City Gate, Open Up


            BEI DAO
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            City gate, city gate how tall are you?

                  Three hundred and sixty feet tall!

            What sort of lock is that on you?

                  A giant iron-diamond lock!

            City gate, city gate will you open up or not?

            
                

            

                        — FROM A NURSERY RHYME

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PREFACE

            My Beijing

         

         TOWARD THE END OF 2001, my father fell seriously ill and I returned to a Beijing that had been cut off from me for nearly thirteen years. Nothing could have prepared me — it was unthinkable — Beijing had completely changed: Everything was difficult to recognize, nothing familiar. I was a foreigner in my own hometown.

         I was born in Beijing and spent half my life there — the momentous years of childhood and adolescence. My experiences of growing up are intimately linked with Beijing. And they’ve vanished as the city that once was has also vanished.

         It was during my return that the impulse to write this book ignited: I would use the written word to rebuild another city, rebuild my Beijing; I would use my Beijing to refute the Beijing of today. In my city, time flows backward, spring revives dead trees, vanished smells waft back with sounds and beams of light, demolished temples are restored with courtyard residences, along hutong streets, tiled roof rows rise in waves toward a low, low horizon line, pigeon-tail whistles echo through the deep blue sky, children appreciate the seasons’ transformations, residents are sustained by an inner compass. Welcoming the drifting travelers of the four seas, welcoming the homeless solitary souls, welcoming all inquisitive guests, I open my city gate.

         This long-consuming task of rebuilding and reconstruction — I feel it’s almost impossible to achieve. Memory — selective, ambiguous, exclusive — can subsist even in a state of prolonged hibernation. Yet writing awakens the process of remembering: Within memory’s labyrinth, one passage leads into another passage, one gate opens up to face another gate.

         Childhood and adolescence are of enormous significance in one’s life; it can even be said that those pivotal years shape or decide nearly everything else that happens after, often long after. Looking back into the wellspring of one’s early years is akin to a kind of prehistoric excavation, accompanied by whatever happiness and sorrow are discovered. If escape and return are the two ends of a road, walking even farther means drawing closer to childhood; and it’s precisely this primary force that pushes me toward the edge of the sea and sky.

         I would like to give a special thanks to Cao Yifan — neighbor, friend, classmate — who not only plays a central role in this book but whose astonishing memory filled in and corrected a large number of crucial details. And of course I must thank Li Tuo and Gan Qi, two “fussy readers” who embolden me to write like I’m always treading on thin ice.

         BEI DAO

         JUNE 25, 2010, HONG KONG
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             Light and Shadow

         

         1

         I RETURNED TO THE city of my birth at the end of 2001, after a long, unforeseen parting of thirteen years. As the plane descended, the myriad lights of the houses and buildings rushed into the portholes, whirling and spinning. I suffered a momentary shock: Beijing looked like a huge, glittering soccer stadium. It was a cold, midwinter night. After going through customs, I found three strangers with a raised sign that read “Mr. Zhao Zhenkai” waiting for me. Though of different height and size, they weirdly resembled one another against the glow of the arc lights, as if shadows from some other world. The welcoming ceremony was brief and silent; not until we were all seated in a sleek black sedan did they begin to speak, though it was difficult to distinguish between courtesies and threats, as the lights rushing by outside like the tide kept me distracted.

         When I was a child, nights in Beijing were dark, pitch-dark, a darkness a hundredfold darker than today. So, for instance, Uncle Zheng Fanglong lived next door to my family in a two-room residence with only three fluorescent lights: eight watts in the sitting room, three watts in the bedroom, and a shared three-watt bulb that hung from a small window between the kitchen and bathroom. In other words, whenever the whole family celebrated New Year’s or decided to live it up on any ordinary day, they never used more than fourteen watts total — those brilliant, bulb-lined full-length mirrors weren’t in fashion yet.

         Perhaps this is an extreme example for Sanbulao (“Three Never Old”) Hutong No. 1, but for the rest of Beijing I fear the situation was even worse. My classmates often lived with their family in a single room with one light, and were commonly forced to observe “blackouts” — but once the light-string was pulled…. What about homework? … Quit your lip-flapping, there’s always tomorrow….

         The lightbulbs were ordinarily bare, uncovered, a dim, yellow softness; a shade made a mysterious halo, projecting a single spotlight upward, and washed out the numerous subtleties of darkness. Back then girls didn’t wear makeup, or even dress up, though they were strikingly beautiful, which certainly had something to do with the quality of the light. The spread of fluorescent lights turned into a disaster, painfully dazzling the eyes while blotting out the skies as they enveloped the earth without impediment or pause. As the nighttime illumination on a chicken farm pushes hens to lay more eggs, fluorescent lights create the illusion of daylight, except human beings cannot lay eggs and so they become more agitated — heart vexed, thoughts confused. What’s unfortunate is that kind of feminine beauty can’t exist anymore — applying makeup on those ashen, wornout faces is useless. And yet the people who suffer the most under fluorescent lights must be children. With nowhere to hide in that space erased of subtlety and imagination, they prematurely step into the savageness of a public square.

         Our physics teacher once said that when one enters the dark, visual acuity expands twenty-thousand-fold for a brief moment. So darkness allows one to see things as clearly as a flame. Capturing fire originally signified humankind’s first evolutionary milestone, but surpassing this milestone only produced an open-eyed blindness. To think that the male human beast once possessed the keen vision of a wolf, its swiftly adapting focus: woosh … see the flame … woosh … see the flock of sheep … woosh … see the matchless beauty of the she-wolf.

         In those days there were plenty of “four-eyes” — besides lighting conditions, it must have had something to do with study habits. Students would argue vigorously about why, then, in the unlit darkness of the countryside, there were so few “four-eyes”? Although the school provided night study rooms (i.e., a space with sufficient lighting), it couldn’t prevent the round-the-clock overachievers and hard-core intellectuals, like my good friend Cao Yifan, from some light reading — nestling into his quilt with Dream of the Red Chamber and flashlight in hand, he long ago joined the ranks of “four-eyes.”

         Back then streetlamps in Beijing were scarce; many hutong alleys and lanes didn’t have a single one, and even if there were any, each one would be separated by thirty to fifty meters of darkness and only illuminated the small area immediately below it. Adults often exploited the story of the beggar to frighten us. The forehead-tapping beggar used a certain enchanting drug to abduct children. The tale itself became an enchanting drug, bewildering countless children, the teller always conveying the fuzziest of details: For one thing, what exactly did the head-tapping trick entail to instantly stupefy a child into mechanically following the villain away? Didn’t Taiwan unleash this kind of advanced weaponry years before? While we couldn’t be sure if such a crime actually occurred, oil and vinegar spiced up the oral legend, which stretched through hutong history into my childhood.

         For the night traveler, streetlamps are needed more for steeling nerves than for illumination. The night traveler rides her bicycle, whistles a faint melody, ding-ding rings her bell. If every streetlamp is out, or some scamp has shattered them with his slingshot, she panics, cursing eight generations of ancestors.

         Given the scarcity of streetlamps, one required another light source to ride at night. Toward the end of the 1950s, some bicyclists still used paper lanterns, as depicted in Hou Baolin’s masterful piece of comic xiangsheng crosstalk Night Traveler. Most used a kind of square flashlight that could be strapped onto the handlebars. The next grade up for such equipage involved a dynamo-powered light that generated electricity at the spinning hub through pedaling; if the bicycle’s speed became uneven, the light flashed on and off, becoming a visible part of Beijing’s nightscape.

         At the end of the 1950s, modern streetlights appeared along Chang’an Avenue, the thoroughfare of Eternal Peace. Walking the expansive avenue as dusk settled and the lights flickered on filled one with pride — mind clear, eyes ablaze — as if devouring communism with a glance. In stark contrast, the lights in hutong neighborhoods stayed extremely dim. Once you strayed from that broad, open road, you’d be lost again in Beijing’s endless hutong maze. 

         When I was a child I’d play the shadows game with my little brother and sister — intercepting the light with hands overlapped and fingers intertwined to cast animals of all kinds onto the walls, weak or ferocious, from the chase to the fight. No one chose to be a rabbit, the weak meat for the strong; behind the succession of shadows lurked a will to power, the shawdowteers believing they were masters of the ten thousand manifestations.

         For children, darkness is for hide-and-seek. Retreat from the realm of light into countless hiding places, deep into the nooks and corners. When we moved into Three Never Old Hutong No. 1, there was still a rock garden in the courtyard — strange, otherworldly forms of Taihu stone terrified people at night; whatever shapes one described they became. The courtyard was the perfect place to play hide-and-seek. Both sides trembled with fear — who could be sure one wouldn’t encounter the ghost of the famous former resident, the voyager Zheng He, or one of his handmaidens? Hearing the high-pitched, trilling calls — “Saw you a long time ago, yalayala! Don’t play dumb, come out come out!” — pierced our quivering hearts. And then, our bodies tingling with goose bumps, a shrill scream right behind us.

         Darkness is also for telling stories, particularly ghost stories. Adults tell them to children, children retell them to each other. In a country that doesn’t believe in God, to manipulate ghosts to frighten children as well as oneself reinforces Confucian orthodoxy. Chairman Mao made appeals for don’t-be-afraid-of-ghosts stories to be told in school, at once confounding the people. For one, the bold are few in this world; for another, to not fear ghosts requires a troubling complication: One must first accept the existence of ghosts to prove one shouldn’t be afraid of them. 

         During the Cultural Revolution we’d make revolution by day and tell ghost stories by night, as if ghosts and revolution didn’t contradict each other at all. In my first year at Beijing Middle No. 4 (also known as BHSF, or Beijing High School Four), I lived in the dormitory. More often than not, once the lights were switched off for the night, one student would start to vocalize some spooky music. At the decisive moment, inevitably another one would smoothly push over the guardrail of a bed or toss a metal washbasin to the ground. After such a special-effects assault, the self-professed bold ones could never withstand this test of fear.

         As fluorescent lights became more common after 1970, Beijing suddenly turned bright and ghosts no longer manifested themselves. Fortunately, though, the power frequently went out. Once it did, houses here and there would glow with candles, as if remembering and mourning a lost childhood.
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         Waking up, ceiling bright with the reflected light of a heavy snowfall. Warm air from the heater stirs the curtains as the window frame blurs with the light pouring in, making it seem as if a train is slowly, ever so gently, moving forward, taking me to a faraway place. I linger in bed until my parents rush me out.

         A heavy snow turns the city into a mirage, as if gazing into one face of a looking glass. In a flash the glass will smash and shatter, mud splashing everywhere. On the road to school wrapped in a padded cotton coat, I grab a handful of wet snow, roll it into a ball, and throw it at the old pagoda tree by the hutong gate. Alas, it misses its target. I burst into the classroom as the school bell rings. Once again, it is as if the windows of the room are those of a train leaving the platform, gradually accelerating. In the gloominess, the teacher’s silhouette turns, chalk dust flies up, the numerals on the blackboard seem to fade. The teacher raises her pointer at me and shouts, “Hai! Yes, YOU — are you deaf?”

         As soon as the end-of-school bell rang, spring arrived. The eaves once white with snow now seeped liquid black, the sky curved down, endless branch tips were tinted green, bees buzzed in the sunlight, a steady hum, the shadows of girls dashed around like kites whose strings no one could catch, fluff from willow trees fluttered down, irritating people. I started to write, first plagiarizing Liu Baiyu’s Red Agate Essays, then Wei Wei’s Who Are the Most Beloved People? Liu Baiyu wrote of watching the sunrise from a plane above Moscow. This passage I evidently couldn’t plagiarize. I was puzzled: Why Moscow? I strolled over to Houhai Lake to watch the sunset. What exactly is that red agate over yonder? The setting sun looked like a two-fen piece of fruit candy. Swallows flew back and forth across the lake; the Western Hills folded up and down in layers. The waves glittered and a foul stench rose up from the foam.

         On a windless day, a cloud paused, motionless, casting its shadow upon a playground. Some muscular upperclassmen swung themselves mechanically on some parallel bars, their shadows like a metronome. Beneath a horizontal bar, I positioned my feet, took a breath, and prepared to stretch upward. Grip fixed, the plan was to do six consecutive reps to pass. After two, spirit and strength already depleted, my legs kicked out and my forehead just reached the iron bar. It felt like I had exhausted all my energy to climb into the sky for a peek at that white cloud, so freely gathering without a care in the world.

         The summer sun cut the streets into two halves. Shade made it as cool as water, as I passed like a fish through the crowd. I abruptly changed tactics and walked to the side of scorching sun, alone but proud, stepping on my own shadow, face dripping with sweat, my whole body soon drenched. When I reached my destination, I treated myself to a popsicle.

         I enjoy wandering the streets aimlessly, without a thought or care. At the heart of the grown-up world, there exists a kind of subconscious security. Just don’t look up, and everything one sees is below chest-level — no need to suffer if you’re ugly, no need to be distracted by the pleasures angers sorrows joys of the world. When enveloped by a thronging crowd, sky a dark screen, tightly squeezed without a trace of wind, one must struggle and strive to break free from the siege. One benefit of being young is having a unique point of view: a deformed face reflected in a nickel-plated doorknob, the stream of human figures mirrored in glass display windows, countless feet trampling cigarette butts, a candy wrapper rises and falls along a sidewalk curb, sunlight on the spokes of bicycle wheels, the taillights of a trolleybus blinking on and off….

         I like rainy days, the way the boundary between light and shadow fade, a harmony of milk and water, like the color palette of a dilettante painter. Birds and clouds descend to lightning-rod heights, empty crows’ nests sway in the branches of tall trees, bright-colored umbrellas meet by chance like drifting duckweed, raindrops make tracks on glass, handwriting on bulletin boards smudge their convictions, the reflected light in puddles scatter beneath my feet.

         Yifan and I would often walk over to Dongan Market. In the 1960s, Dongan Market was renovated into a shopping mall, its name changed from East Peace to Dongfeng East Wind Market, its former ambiance wholly destroyed. Before, all the small vendors displayed their wares in charming disorder, whatever you wanted you could find. In my memory, that place is a maze of lights: a cross-luster of electric lamps, gas lamps, kerosene lamps, and candles all melding into a bewitching haze. Beneath such illumination, the faces of the vendors and customers appeared utterly mysterious. If one could but fix that moment onto a scroll it could represent the perfect scene of daily life at the time. Once in a while, a thread of sunlight leaked inside, barely shifting — that most ancient hour hand.
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         Every child naturally harbors many illusions. The play of light and shadow, the space of imagination, even the body’s physiology and biochemistry shape these illusions. As children grow up, most of their illusions are forgotten — time, society, customs, systems of knowledge together forge this forgetting as one enters adulthood.

         The three years between the ages of ten and thirteen were difficult for me — that breaking point of the advancing body and mind as puberty begins. Daily existence meant deprivation. In a photograph from that time I look like a starving African boy with eyes glazed in a fixed stare and the trace of a sly, strange smile at the corners of my mouth.

         I must have been in the throes of a consummate illusion. Before my eyes I saw grotesquely shaped trees, brilliant flowers about to drop petals, smoke suspended in midair, water flowing backward, crooked houses, stairs rolling out, clouds turning into monsters, inscrutable shadows, stars so big and bright…. When I finally encountered van Gogh’s starry sky I felt no surprise. For me, such visions were the normal result of a deprived existence.

         I’d walk the streets with eyes glazed over, straight ahead no turns, talking to myself. In class, especially, immersed in my imaginary world, I could barely hear a word that came out of the teacher’s mouth. The teacher would ask a question, my reply would be nonsense. During parent-teacher conference, she transferred all her worries to my mother and father. Being a doctor, my mother didn’t make a to-do over nothing. But I was put under close surveillance.

         Waking up in the middle of the night, I watch my shoes shuffle along and make a circle before returning to their original place. An enormous ship suddenly rushes in through the window, a stranger’s face appears in the glass, a forest lit from behind erupts in flames….

         One evening I returned home alone and found a white cloud motionless above the gate of Three Never Old Hutong No. 1. Not huge, slightly curved in the canopy shape of a large umbrella, the cloud hovered incredibly low, even a little lower than our four-story home. Some years later I learned about UFOs and enlightenment struck. Beneath that cloud it was as if I had been put under an enchanting spell — mind a confusion of tangled threads, body completely rigid. Time seemed to have stopped. I finally took a step forward, and quick as a wing flap ran into the house.

      

   


   
      
         

             Smells
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         WHEN I THINK about Beijing, the first thing that recurs in my mind are smells, smells that change with the changing seasons. In this respect, the human species reminds me of our canine friends. Why else do those elderly Chinese emigrants, upon returning to the motherland after so many years, look blankly around, slack-jawed, taking in a whiff to the east and a sniff to the west, desperately trying to find those precise Beijing scents in their memories.

         The smell of winter white cabbage. When the year reaches the nineteenth solar term marking the start of winter, a temporary vegetable stand appears outside the entrance of every grocery shop — white cabbage is heaped into a hillock, long lines form from dawn to dusk. Each family buys at least a few hundred catties (nearly four hundred pounds), piling them onto a flatbed tricycle, or child’s bicycle, whatever means to peddle them home, neighbors helping one another with transport, particularly those solitary elders who have difficulty getting around. The cabbage is first peeled open and sun dried, then stacked below the hallway window by the balcony doorway and covered with a grass curtain or old cotton quilt. Through desolate winter winds and snow, the cabbage desiccates, withering away like a mummy, and pungent waves of mold scent emanate forth, calling attention to its hidden existence.

         The smell of coal smoke. All the neighborhood furnaces burning coal cakes and honeycomb briquettes for cooking and heating look like chain smokers with their flue pipes sticking out the window, puffing out clouds, spitting fog. Coal tar oozes from the pipes and drips to the ground, forming sticky lumps of black ice. On windy days, a strong gust swiftly swivels the elbow of a furnace pipe — reversing the thick smoke and causing family members to choke in tears and snot, coughing uncontrollably. Better to not bring up that sinister coal air: It catches you off guard, kills you off gently, softly.

         The smell of dust. Take a shade of iron gray and add a hint of ocher: the essence of Beijing’s winter color. Dust is the commander in chief of all odors, making one’s mouth parched, tongue dry, throat a smoky soreness, mood foul. It borrows the northwestern winds and grows even more terrible, an army of ten thousand soldiers and horses, concealing sky and swallowing earth, invading rooms through cracks around doors and windows, no place to hide, no place to flee. In those days if you didn’t wear a dust mask, venturing outside meant getting a mouthful of grit.

         It’s understandable that Beijing residents survive with little patience, caught in a swirling snowstorm that suddenly shrouds the whole city. In the middle of the storm drifts a cloud of peppermint scent; its presence, upon stepping outside, so strong in that first gulp of air — a cool, refreshing softness. With shouts and hoots, children rush outdoors, tossing away dust masks, flinging down gloves, white breath puffing out while throwing snowballs and piling up snowmen. Where the mud on the road dirties the ice, the children slide, squat down as inertia takes over, tumbling flat on their backs into the “old man flops into a quilt” position.

         My home wasn’t very far from Houhai Lake. Children often went there for the “wild ice,” bringing their handmade skates, sleds, and skis, crowds of kids howling and screaming, powder spraying up in bursts, wind blowing it into faces, tongues licking it like grains of sugar, a sweetness born from nothingness. Workers chipped pieces of ice off the lake with an iron hook, then took the wood-plank path to the shore and on to the icehouse at the north side of Li Guang Bridge. When no one was looking, my classmates and I would sneak into the icehouse — a dim murky chilliness, a fishy watery smell mixed with the scent of dried grass. Chunks of ice were stacked on a multilevel wooden frame, each level of ice separated by a bed of straw, and then covered on top with another layer of straw, wooden planks, and dirt. Come summer the ice would be used to keep produce and other perishables fresh. I imagined myself as a fish frozen to the bone inside there.

         Winters lasted forever, people grew anxious and irritable, children gazed restlessly toward spring. Then May Fourth arrived and the willow trees along the banks of the Houhai suddenly turned green, their branches velvety, issuing forth a subtle pungent scent. The melting lake ice resounded with sharp rupturing cracks, snow water dripped down the eaves, the lumps of frozen coal tar flowed away like ink. Our cotton-padded shoes changed shape, turned flat as a toad with a grinning mouth, and smelled like salty fish.

         Nearly every year the narcissus my mother bought would silently bloom around the time of Spring Festival, its fragrance billowing out sub rosa, brightening up the oppressive air inside. Outside, the apricot trees bloomed earliest, swiftly followed by pear, lilac, peach blossoms, wind sweeping along the flowery bouquet, a fragrance so intense it made people dizzy, luring them to sleep. An oft-repeated saying during my childhood days went: “Spring brings sleep, autumn exhaustion, summer’s for napping, don’t wake for three months in winter” — apparently, no one knew enough about hay fever back then to complicate the spin.

         By the time the pagoda trees bloom it’s summer. Pagoda trees have a northern temperament, their beauty evoking a kind of fierce, unrestrained wildness. By contrast, their pale yellow blossoms flower with an ordinary banality — a passing wind and the petals fall like raindrops. The fragrance of their blossoms, though quite faint, can travel great distances like the notes of a xiao flute. But their scent arrives with the haunting “ghosts of the hanged.” Inchworms suspended in midair by invisible threads rise and fall, blocking off walkways. To pass through the “ghosts of the hanged” phalanx is like passing through the gates of hell — once they dangle from face and neck, it’s nearly impossible to get rid of them; the body breaks out with goose bumps, screams difficult to suppress.

         Summer marked the year’s happiest season, largely because of summer vacation. We regularly went to the Chinese Association for Promoting Democracy (CAPD, or Min Jin, “people’s progress”) at the Drum Tower to watch TV and play Ping-Pong, or to the sports facility in the Shichahai district to swim. As we swam, we’d bob up and down in the smells of formalin, bleaching powder, urine, bob up and down between the boisterous din of people, with a moment’s serenity underwater.

         Torrential rains seemed to burst forth from an inner pressure. When the heat reached an unendurable critical point, thunder and lightning recurred with earth-shattering intensity, and the agitations of puberty could find a certain measure of release. Once the rain stopped, children rushed into the street gutters, trampled through the water, shouting and singing: “It’s raining lah, it’s bubbling lah, the old turtle’s wearing a straw hat lah….!”

         I’m not sure why autumn is often associated with sadness, though it might have something to do with the start of school: freedom surrendered. Yes, autumn has come to symbolize the mechanical rhythms of the school system, its systematic order. Chalk dust flies into the air as words and numerals on the blackboard materialize, then fade away. Above the foul stench of the reeking feet and the rude language of boys floats the overpowering essence emanating from the bodies of girls, wisp upon wisp, causing bewilderment and confusion.

         Autumn rains fall in bursts, leaves turn and whirl away, damp, then soaked, the bitter aroma of strong tea, over-steeped, gives way to the aroma of fermenting mold. Which, in mutual correspondence, is soon succeeded by the aroma of stored winter white cabbage. 
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         Considering the senses, besides the olfactory, the gustatory is naturally involved, too. Taste’s memory being even more innate, and thus more enduring.

         The taste of cod-liver oil awakens my earliest childhood dream: Deep behind the doors and portholes of a paper-boat cutting, lamplight glows, bearing a fishy odor. That lamplight must be interlinked with my early experiences with cod-liver oil. Before my parents’ solemn faces, I took it regularly, as if it were medicine, swallowing it down with an instinctive vigilance.

         When cod-liver oil passes through an eyedropper to fall on the tip of the tongue, a sharp chill quickly fans out, filling the mouth with its flavor. This oil extracted from codfish brought the loneliness of the ocean’s abyss to me. Eventually I learned that the theory of evolution supports this experience: Our ancestors can be traced back to fish. As I grew a little older, the loneliness amplified into the inner roar of puberty. Then the eyedropper turned into a capsule and cod-liver oil turned into a kind of candy for me — the antipathy disappeared. I’d first bite open the capsule, wait for the fish oil to leak out, and then delicately chew the gel, which had the texture of Cowhide Sesame Candy.

         The taste of White Rabbit Milk Candy — surely the King of Candy, foremost for its semitransparent rice-paper wrapper that dissolves on the tongue, triggering delight’s anticipation. White Rabbit Milk is extremely potent: They say that seven pieces equals one glass of milk, and so all malnourished children thirst for it. Sadly, it went through some difficult times when it became known as “high-class candy,” a perfidious jingle spreading through the ether: “High-class sweets, high-class candy, high-class old man clambers onto the chamber pot” — this “high-class” saying clearly had nothing to do with the common folk. Some years later in Paris, a French friend of mine reunited me with the White Rabbit, offering me a piece; my heart skipped a beat, deep emotions stirred within me, and from then on I would always carry a few pieces with me, as I joined the ranks of “high-class old men.”

         During that torturous period as my body matured and transformed, I secretly started to eat anything in our house, from the chlorella algae in the fishbowl to the viscous lecithin doled out by my parents, from calcium tablets to dried wolfberry, from mustard tubers to soybean paste, from dried shrimp to scallions … my parents tried to fortify the walls and raze the fields, but couldn’t hinder my appetite that expanded with each passing day. Whatever I ate, I devoured with monosodium glutamate. Much later in life, after settling for a period in America, whenever I dined at a Chinese restaurant with foreigners, they usually said, “Please, no MSG” — each time this happened, with their words ringing in my ears, my heart would become so mother-fucking vexed.

         I took a pinch of MSG from a jar and sprinkled it into the hollow of my palm, licked it with the very tip of my tongue, firing off the taste-bud nerve clusters, impulses shooting through the brain layers and triggering an electrifying buzz — as if savoring the vast ocean refined and purified, that sensory sensation called “umami”! I gradually increased the dosage, the high continuing to rise, until the umami taste completely faded. Finally, I just dumped the half-filled jar of MSG into my mouth, causing the signals in my cerebral cortex to misfire or short-circuit, leading to dizziness and nausea; I collapsed headfirst onto my bed. I suppose this must have been similar to a drug trip.

         “Who spilled all the MSG?” Father and Mother complained.

         Right outside the walls of the playground at my primary school stood a peddler who always tried to lure innocent souls with his hawking shouts. Like a magician, he would conjure all sorts of candy and snacks from his knapsack. From a classmate’s recommendation, I fell in love with cinnamon bark. Cinnamon bark, commonly used in herbal remedies, comes from the inner bark of the cassia tree, its spicy flavor suffused with a delicious sweetness. Two fen could purchase several pieces, which lasted longer than candy. I’d wrap the bark up in a handkerchief and, during class from time to time, sneak in a lick. Truthfully, besides the taste of cinnamon bark, the rest of my education in those days made no lasting impression on me.

         One night, Guan Tielin and I were walking home from school when we happened upon a peddler carrying his wares with a shoulder pole, singing out: “Stinky tofu, fermented tofu …” I had never tried stinky tofu before and, egged on by Guan Tielin, I spent three fen on a piece, took one bite, gagged, and threw the rest onto a roof. When I got home, Qian Ayi (“Auntie Qian”) shouted out that something stank, as she sniffed to the east, sniffed to the west, determined to track down the source. I rushed into the bathroom to brush my teeth and gargle, then slipped into the kitchen and scooped two spoonfuls of sugar into my mouth, pasting it shut. But Qian Ayi’s nose still twitched like a police dog’s as she continued to search and search every which way. 

         3

         One summer morning, Yifan and I set off from Sanbulao Hutong No. 1 and headed for the CAPD at the Drum Tower Square Brickyard, 98 Xin’anli Lane — that political party a testament to the organized labor of my parents’ generation. As usual during summer vacation, we’d go there to play Ping-Pong, passing a wild pear tree along the way from which we’d pick some of the little sour pomes.

         Leaving Sanbulao via Denei (“Inner Virtue”) Street — my primary school across the way in Hongshan Hutong — the small sundry store on the northeast corner emitted its invisible signals and the conditioned reflex in my brain switched on its red light, causing a secretion of saliva in my mouth; walking to school, I’d often waste two fen on candy there, pressing the pieces into the bland corn-cone buns to dress up breakfast.

         Continue along Denei Street south a hundred or more steps, across the next intersection, and arrive at Liuhai Hutong market. Outside, the vegetable stand overflowed with seasonal tomatoes, four catties for one mao; salted beltfish, one cattie for three mao eight, attracted a swarm of flies impossible to swat away. Yifan and I wanted to buy two juicy tomatoes, so we pooled all the coins in our pockets, gulped down our drool, and rushed off with our booty.

         Heading east toward Liuhai Hutong, then turning north onto Pine Tree Street, just past a large, new hutong, we stopped at the public toilet off the roadside there, the salty stench of piss in the pit pools assailing our nostrils so that we couldn’t even open our eyes; it was as if we were training to hold our breath underwater, and only after fleeing far away could we take a deep, deep breath, the fragrance of flowers seeping into our hearts and spleens, a field full of blooming pagoda trees. It had rained the night before; a small puddle of water reflected the sky, light, tree shadows.

         Turning north onto Willow Shade Street the neighborhood changed into stately mansions and spacious courtyards — rumor had it that the official residence of Marshal Xu Xiangqian, one of the founders of the People’s Liberation Army, could be found at the northern end, enclosed behind tall walls. Beneath the shady trees we bought red-bean pops, two for five fen, saving us one fen. But these ready-made red-bean pops were soft and droopy, at the cusp of melting into nothingness; thus powerless to savor the delicious icy red-bean bits at a leisurely pace we inhaled them in two bites, craning our necks, bending back, faces to the sky, stomachs rumbling.

         Emerging from Willow Shade Street to Houhai, a bright expanse suddenly opened out. Houhai Lake is one of the three lakes in Shichahai, a neighborhood that dates back seven hundred years to the Yuan dynasty when Beijing was known as Dadu, or the Great Capital. The northern terminus of the Grand Canal ended here, the area once a flourishing commercial district, as colorful as a brocade. Around each bend enormous pagoda trees spread upward, and beneath them, concealed in the shade, people play what’s called xiangqi, “the figures game,” or Chinese chess. Some strapping lads dig for clams in the lake, each taking a deep breath before leaping into the water and diving down, feet sticking out, treading open air, their laughter infective. Clams pile up on shore, the largest ones as big as a pot lid. They give off the strangest fishy smell, as if issuing humanity a final warning. 

         We followed the path south around Houhai, banging willow branches against the iron railing that ran along the lake. The wide expanse of the water abruptly narrowed and a stone bridge linked the two sides of the shore, none other than the famous Silver Ingot Bridge. From the bridge, the view across the lake of the western hills is renowned as one of the old Yanjing capital’s Eight Landscapes of scenic beauty. Beside the bridge stands Ji’s Mongolian Barbecue, an establishment more than a hundred years old whose name has been raised to the heavens and whose very existence presents an excruciating test for my impatient nerves: the smell of roast mutton, the smell of charring coal, the smell of myriad spices commingling in the breeze, stirring our stomachs, reminding us that lunchtime approached.

         Like a wisp of smoke, we slipped along Slanted Tobacco Pipe Street and reached the bustling Di’anmen Avenue, Drum Tower to the north, crossed the road and walked south, passing the Gate of Earthly Peace Shopping Mall, where we read this pasted announcement: “Handouts for Leftover Sweets (an assortment of leftover sweets for sale)”; we churned into a whirlwind and hurried in, and then the whirlwind went hurrying out, “leftover treats” actually referring to “those looking for love” — too bad our coupons and coins were so limited.

         Continuing on Di’anmen Avenue, we turned left into Brick Factory Hutong, where they used to make bricks for the imperial palace, then skipped along Xin’anli Lane and arrived at our destination. A sign reading CHINA ASSOCIATION FOR PROMOTING DEMOCRACY NATIONAL COMMITTEE hung in the air, imposing and grand, and yet however one looked at it, it looked like a reactionary slogan.

         Yifan and I first charged into the Ping-Pong room and battled out three games, then, stomachs rumbling like a windlass, we decided to go pick some sour pears to ease our hunger. The pear tree wasn’t tall and grew in a corner where two walls met — three to five little dusty gray pomes drooped down from the highest branches. After climbing onto Yifan’s shoulders I shimmied up the middle of the tree and headed for the tallest branches. Just as I spied a pear and reached for it, the back of my hand felt a sharp jab — a “foreign stabber” had ambushed me, one of those spiky slug-moth caterpillars.

         I climbed down from the tree and sucked the stinging red wound, though I felt no relief, the stinging refusing to ease. I fished out a few little pears from my pocket, wiped one on my pants, and took a bite, the taste as sour and as tart as could be, my mouth swelling with a hard-to-swallow mush. The lunch-room bell rings out — a savory whiff of pork cabbage stew wafts over.

      

   


   
      
         

             Sounds

         

         1

         AROUND AGE SIX or seven I composed a musical invention: to the sounds of car horns I hummed a tune in counterpoint. Together these two sounds defined the metropolis for me. As dream became reality, the proliferating noises of the metropolis (particularly the sounds of drills and jackhammers) tormented me to madness; after many long nights of fleeting sleep, I ultimately concluded that to the children of our agricultural empire, the so-called metropolis, the great city, has had little relation to their verbal creativity.

         Beijing at the turn of 1960 still seemed like a large village; early in the morning, one could even hear a rooster crow. It lived nearby with the Gong family on a small plot of land in their enclosed courtyard where, besides squash and bean vines, one could find a chicken coop; the proud, solitary rooster would herald the dawn each day, waking me up, its crows projecting like a singer’s vocal exercises, listeners following it with hearts in their mouths, climbing the scale up into the clouds until it unexpectedly stopped, leaving them suspended in midair. The Gong family also raised a lone turkey, the guttural ge ge ge calls echoed out from within the swaying flesh hanging from its neck, making the animal seem like an asthmatic old geezer. In fact, the turkey was strong and robust, and as tame as it was docile, letting all of us kids take turns riding on its back, strutting forward with head held high.

         I flip over, wanting to return to my dragon sleep, sparrows flap-flapping on the roof tiles, ji ji zha zha chattering away, the hollow echoes of pecking on the iron drainpipes. Among the flock, one chirps out the shrillest, its wings fluttering with intense vigor. Winter — the boiler-room workers begin to add more coal for heat, hot water circulates through the heating pipes, hua hua hua burbles along with the si si sibilants of the ventilation to a sudden clash of warm and cold air that pi pa! bursts with a clang. It felt like being caught in an enormous digestive excretion system.

         The movement of people below, a confusion of footsteps clearly distinguishable: male heavy, female lighter, street workers chaotic, office workers steady, sluggish elders pause, children as a rule vary — some prance and skip about, some drag their feet on the dirt, shoes worn down. The rush of bicycles magnifies the early-morning silence: spokes whistle in the wind, tires fly with dust and stones, chains keng keng keng rub against their guards, bells ring out, a deafening gong splits the air.

         I flip over again, still listening into the distance — a horse snorts, iron hooves slip on the asphalt; the cart driver shouts out rebukes, his whip slashes through the air, the shaft of the cart jolts and creaks. The No. 14 bus sails by, motor rumbling, tu tu tu spurting out clouds of exhaust, pneumatic doors open and close with a hiss, the ticket collector lazily announces, “This is Liu Hai-er Hutong….”

         Around 7:25, the head teacher, Mr. Li, passes through Three Never Old Hutong. Tall and thin, upright as a pencil, eyes never askance, meteoric strides forging ahead, the tuo tuo echo of his black leather shoes. With a soft clearing of his throat and a quick turn of his head, he hawks up a loogie. The instant I hear Mr. Li’s footsteps and his phlegm-hawking I hop out of bed in a flurry.

         2

         Whether sick or just pretending to be sick, I’d linger in bed. Around 8:30, Xiao Li the mailman would arrive on his bicycle to deliver the newspaper and mail. He squeezed the brakes and hopped off, popping the kickstand with his foot, and languorously yelled, “X Y Z registered mail, come stamp your chop.”

         The sun comes up and the hawking cries of the street peddlers rise and fall in endless waves, faint threads drifting away. The uniqueness of Beijing’s hawking cries certainly has been shaped by the depths and breadths, the curves and bends, of the hutongs — for the daily news of commerce to spread door to door, the singsong cries must be stretched and pulled along the lengths and widths of more than seven twists and eight turns. Beijingers talk in quick, equivocal garbles, and the cries serve as a corrective for the local dialect: each tone slowly lengthens, each word fully valued, like candied hawthorn fruit pierced together in a line, flowing out crisp and melodious in patterned rhymes. Excessive lung power is crucial, the power to propel and exchange air without changing the sound, keep steady, then shift to a higher octave, halt without dropping, and extend the rhyme. In his essay “Sounds of the City,” the popular early twentieth-century novelist Zhang Henshui wrote, “I, too, have walked the quays from the south to the north, listening to the cries of the street peddlers, and no other place can surpass such songs as those in Beiping. Beiping’s hawking cries, so intricate and yet harmonious, no matter day or night, freezing or sweltering, move listeners to their very core.”

         Rags I’ll buy, old rags worn, shoes worn, socks I’ll buy…. This ragman’s use of anastrophe demonstrates the self-confidence of society’s lowest rung; it is a self-confidence that in a flash can be transformed into the self-poise of an empire: A-bombs I’ll buy….

         Then there’s the unmatchable talent that Beijing natives have for clever, silver-tongued chatter. For instance, the cry of the pantao peach seller: “Not the ones pricked by First Lady, nor the ones embroidered by Second Lady, these are Third Lady’s stroll through the garden lightly padded on flat-capped peaches….!”

         Stinky bean curd, fermented bean curd, Wang Zhihe’s timeless stinky bean curd…. Advertising lingo simple and clear, brand and stock list in perfect order. There is a local saying: “Yell what you sell” — this ancient way of doing business discloses the plain, unassuming side of Beijing natives, to cheat neither elder nor child, at most a little boast, which is of course the basic function of advertising: “Ice-cold watermelon, crisp flesh-firm pulp —” “Radishes sweeter than pears, if spicy hot money’s returned —” “Sipping honey persimmons, big as a lion’s head —”

         The hawking cries are often sung with instrumental accompaniment, for example: To sell fried sesame-dough twists use a woodblock bangzi; for a monkey performance use a daluo gong; to collect rags use a little drum; to sell iced plum juice use two little copper bowls, one on top of the other held in one hand, fingers clink them chuan chuan chuan, while crying out, “Icy cold cups …!” And then there’s the street barbers with their “tuning fork,” banging it with an iron plate, the humming metal making you dazed, momentarily restrained, and no matter if your hair’s short or long, they shave your head bald as a gourd, then talk later. “Sharpen your scissors, hone your cleaver,” the knife sharpener hollers while swinging the “iron head,” five sheets of galvanized iron strung together, hua la hua la clatter racket.

         From down below emerges the most moving of hawking cries: “Popsicles, three fen for one, five fen for the other …” The ones for three fen were hawthorn-fruit and red-bean pops; the five fen ones milk pops. With only two fen in my pocket, I figured I could haggle with the old lady peddler for a defective one or half a hawthorn-fruit pop.

         After listening to Hou Baolin’s comic xiangsheng crosstalk Service Manners on the radio, Yifan and I leap into Liuhai Hutong’s sundry shop and begin to imitate a sketch, singing, “Buy sell sell buy, harmonious air breeds more wealth, stand at the counter with a beaming smile, don’t drift off, don’t space out, how can you not get rich if you buy and sell like this….” With the song unfinished, we get cut off and chased back out. 

         3

         More than anything else, mosquitoes craved being a part of our lives. Mosquitoes — swipe at one, swipe at another — resistance proves futile. Some tried to use fans, incense coils, or DDVP to keep them at bay — all to no avail. Summer nights filled with the steady drone of mosquitoes. Their strange, swerving buzz contains a metallic bite, a hidden bitterness mixed with menace, that magnified ten thousandfold would approximate the scream of a guided missile pursuing its target. A variety of repellents cropped up at the decisive moment, but the mosquitoes quickly adapted, to the point that they seemed like drug addicts, immortals floating high in the clouds and mist, emitting an intoxicating murmur. A cartoon once appeared in the Beijing Evening News: Four mosquito coils smoldered at the foot of a bed on which a man lay dead from smoke inhalation, while a single mosquito nonchalantly pierced the tip of his nose.

         I wielded a flyswatter in front of the corner shop at Luo’er Hutong and, using a rotting fish head as a lure, swatted flies down. With bamboo tongs I pinched a few of the dead bodies and dropped them into a glass bottle, counted then counted again, only about two-thirds through finishing my assignment, a school-wide regulation that forced every student to kill at least fifty flies each day. A swarm of the insects descended and dove, flying low like Japanese kamikaze fighters, straight into the fish head, not hesitating to smash their bodies to smithereens.

         Summers belonged to the crickets and cicadas. The Swedish poet Tomas Tranströmer once wrote in a poem: “the frenzied sewing-machine pedaling of crickets.” And this is exactly how one of these little tailors sewed up the days and nights of my childhood, letting my dream-soul wander. In the hundred-flower depths around Huguo Temple I bought a cricket, placed it in a clay jar, and used a piece of hemp straw to tease open its jaws, whereupon the cricket rubbed its wings and released a sonorous chirp, thinking its moment of triumph had come. One day the clay jar wasn’t covered tightly and the cricket disappeared. I rushed about in a frantic search, tossing and flipping things over to no avail — the cricket had found some hidden nook in our home and pedaled its sewing machine with a relentless urgency.

         Around early July, after the Minor Heat of the eleventh solar term, cicada nymphs emerge from the earth, their cries filling the air: zhi liao zhi liao zhi liao! Golden cicadas, scientific name Tibicen linnei, commonly known as the annual cicada. Jean-Henri Fabre wrote in his study of insects Souvenirs Entomologiques: “Not content with carrying an instrument called the cymbal in a cavity behind his wings, the cicada increases its power by means of a sounding board under his chest. Indeed, there is one kind of cicada who sacrifices a great deal in order to give full play to his musical tastes. He carries such an enormous sounding board that there is hardly any room left for his vital organs, which are squeezed into a tiny corner.”* In fact, cicadas are pure noisemakers. They overturn heaven and earth with their ruckus, spreading chaos through Beijing, the intensity of their calls growing with the heat, distressing hearts and disrupting thoughts. With other children in our building, we’d venture forth to glue-stick the bugs. First, we’d mix flour and water to make a glutinous paste, then mold this mixture onto the end of a bamboo stick, and, with the instrument in hand, carefully climb up to the fork of a large tree. One by one we’d cover cicadas with the glue, their bodies quivering, to clamor no more. 

         By the Mid-Autumn Festival, cicadas withdraw from the stage and katydids take their place in the limelight. The peddlers who sell katydids on the streets today have no need to hawk their wares — the insects’ calls serve as the most persuasive advertisement. Compared to the call of the cicada, a katydid’s sounds ten times sweeter to the ear. Katydids are also pleasant to look at, like extraterrestrials — blue face, pink abdomen, purple wings. Kept in a bamboo cage — heart content, thoughts calm — it will live a perfectly happy life and sing to the skies until the Great Snow of the twenty-first solar term.
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