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            “Meng Jin has so much to say about the legacy of the past, about families and secrets and journeys of the body and the heart. She has a sharp eye for transformation: subtle changes of feeling, huge national and international changes. Her writing has a clean, dark humour that I love. She represents the best of international literary fiction and is a much needed voice as readers clamour for artists whose insight reaches across the globe and across the years”

            Bidisha

            “Enthralling. Crisply told and seductively crafted, Little Gods plumbs the depths of the immigrant story to reveal something sharp, intricate, and true. I didn’t want to put this book down or part with the brilliant, maddening woman at its center”

            C Pam Zhang

            “Prepare to be swept away by the global reach of Jin’s sharp eye, the intellectual depths of her characters’ minds, and the twists and turns of a love story between wounded people, and a wounded nation”

            Lillian Li

            “A brilliant debut… the kind of audacity our world needs now”

            Gina Apostol

            “Meng Jin’s beautiful debut novel is ambitious in the best ways: meticulously observed, daringly imagined, rich in character and history. Ranging across continents, cultures and generations, Jin poses profound questions: how might we know ourselves, or the people we love? And what truths, if any, travel with us?”

            Claire Messud

            “Jin’s richly textured, unsparing writing questions whether a self can exist unmarked by the past”

            New Yorker

            “Little Gods expands the future of the immigrant novel”

            New York Times Book Review

            ii

            “This stunning, lyrical debut marks Meng Jin as a literary force, and offers readers an opportunity to explore the intricate ways that grief, identity, sacrifice, and love all weave together to create a bond between mother and daughter”

            Refinery 29

            “It’s a page-turner – but all the while it winks, reminding us that possible explanations in our universe are as varied as the beings who populate it”

            Paris Review

            “Artfully composed and emotionally searing, Jin’s debut about lost girls, bottomless ambition, and the myriad ways family members can hurt and betray one another is gripping from beginning to end. This is a beautiful, intensely moving debut”

            Publisher’s Weekly

            “Weaving the past and present, Little Gods is a haunting tale of love, ambition, and family”

            Electric Literature

            “With precocious dexterity, Jin… adroitly privileges her readers with a haunting omniscience she denies her characters… Skilfully revealed, exquisitely rendered, Jin’s first novel undoubtedly presages future success”

            Booklist

            “Spectacular and emotionally polyphonic… What makes Little Gods extraordinary is the way it examines not only the trajectory of its characters’ lives but also their emotional motivations… That Jin has managed to craft such an intimate, emotionally complex story is an awesome achievement. That she managed to do it in her debut novel, doubly so”

            Bookpage

            “Jin’s debut is at heart a mystery, as a young Chinese American woman returns to China to try to understand her recently deceased mother’s decisions and to find her biological father… Su Lan is a fascinating character of a type rarely seen in fiction, an ambitious woman whose intellect and drive allow her to envision changing the very nature of time”

            Kirkus Reviews

            “Little Gods is an intelligent, somewhat restrained look at the effects that tectonic political shifts have on ordinary citizens, effects that reverberate across the decades, and for its young American protagonist, even across oceans”

            San Francisco Chronicle
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            The past is never there waiting to be discovered, to be recognized for exactly what it is.

            
                

            

            The past is not for living in …

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            — John Berger, Ways of Seeingviii
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            THE END

            JUNE 3–4, 19892
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         FROM ABOVE, THE HEART OF the city is easy to see. Beijing is a bull’s-eye. Concentric ring roads close in toward the old city walls, now paved into wide avenues. The avenues form a tight band around the heart: the south-facing gates, the moated palace, the desert square. On a map, diminishing circles draw in the eye, as if to say, Come.

         Bodies have come. In the square, bodies sit, stand, and lie on the hot paved stone. The square was built for six hundred thousand bodies; for weeks, there have been more. Rats sniff between folds of news paper; flies regurgitate on sunburned shins; roaches scuttle across sleeping toes. Women in white uniforms weave through carrying metal tanks, spraying disinfectant where concrete shows. From above, this movement looks like a primitive organism, breathing. In the nucleus a burst of color radiates and contracts, radiates and contracts, as bodies leave the square, return and leave again. West of the outer ring, a dark mass gathers: troops preparing to enter.

         In every city and circumstance there are those who will go on with living. In the east quadrant, an old man circles his hutong courtyard for a morning stroll. By the northern lake a young couple wakes to Tian Mi Mi on the radio. South of the train station, three boys race to catch a hen escaping her coop. Between the second and third ring roads, a woman crosses a canal bridge on her walk to work. The woman has a round and candid face, and her hair, striped with white, has been brushed neatly off her forehead. She carries a sensible black purse over her shoulder that has served her for the good part of a decade. She is not chubby but her bones are sturdy, and she commands more space than a woman should. 4

         Normally this woman, a nurse, bikes to the hospital where she works, her lightly permed hair clipped at the base of her neck, a thin shawl draped over her arms to protect her skin from sun. In recent weeks the streets have been too crowded; she has had to take her feet off the pedals and toe her way through. This morning she has decided to walk the two kilometers. She clutches her purse to her side and steps through the people standing in her way. She advances slowly. Sweat beads on her lower back.

         She walks past a complex of luxury apartments. In one of the top windows she imagines a woman not unlike herself looking down and shaking her head. She heard once that wives of deposed government officials are given rooms here as a consolation prize, and ever since, she has thought of these buildings as the widows’ towers. Whenever she sees them she is reminded of how she wouldn’t mind so much being a widow. Being a widow would give her a simple answer for the question of why she has no husband.

         The faces crowding the nurse are young, the faces of children. The nurse has never been so foolish as to have children of her own. She learned long ago that she does not like what children grow into. She remembers herself as a high school student, how her grown-up heart felt trapped in her adolescent body. Looking back, it is clear that the opposite was true: her body had been more mature. As a result of this mistake, in the early days of the Cultural Revolution she and her classmates stoned to death their high school physics teacher, a reasonable woman who wore her long hair in a bun at her neck. This is what the nurse sees in the faces of the children around her. A hunger for revolution, any Great Revolution, whatever it stands for, so long as where you stand is behind its angry fist. Little gods, she thinks. Desperate to turn their own growing bodies, their own aches and despairs, into material that might reset the axes of worlds. What did it boil down to but children, giddy with breaking rules! 5

         She arrives at the hospital three minutes past seven and heads to the end of the north corridor. In the nursery her colleague is counting the newborns. There are eight, five boys and three girls, and they are lined up next to each other with the tops of their heads along the wall, swaddled under the incubation lamps like loaves of warm bread.

         The nurse cares for infants in a way that she cannot their grown counterparts. Perhaps it is because they are so helpless: nothing more than potential. She cares for them with the hope that they will grow not into humans but rather become something entirely new.

         Did you hear—her colleague asks—last night a car ran over some students?

         The question comes bursting out as if the girl has been holding it in all night.

         No license plate, nothing, she continues. And they say they found guns and helmets inside. Already there is bloodshed! What will it come to?

         Her colleague is a slim girl who wears her hair in a pert ponytail and just finished school the year before. The nurse finds her overly excitable. She hangs up her purse and changes into her frock.

         I guess you’d better go check the delivery unit, her colleague says, and the nurse exits through the swinging doors.

         The delivery unit is at the opposite end of the building, adjacent to the operating rooms. To reach it the nurse must walk through the maternity ward. Here, at seven fifteen in the morning, a handful of pregnant women are waiting with their families at the check-in windows for their numbers to be called. The nurse walks quickly, fixing her gaze ahead. But before she can reach the door at the end of the hall, her path is blocked by a face.

         It is a small face, with small, plain features, so plain, in fact, that the face resembles a blank paper, on which anything can be drawn. 6The mouth on the face moves, dots of sweat filming the edge where lip meets skin. For a long moment the nurse does not understand that the face belongs to a person—a woman, pregnant, nearly full term. The woman’s voice is soft and pleading and the nurse does not hear what it’s saying. She cannot stop looking at the woman’s blank face, at the mouth moving—the lips shaping, the wet tongue swelling, the slivers of teeth emerging and disappearing. Finally she steps back, blinking, and hears:

         Ahyi, my name is Su Lan, please help me. Here is my husband—the woman pulls forward a man—we are not from Beijing, we arrived just last week—

         The nurse pushes past. A shudder moves up her neck. It is not that she has never been accosted for help in the halls of this hospital before. No, something disturbing cuts through this woman’s voice, a desperation so bare it’s indecent. The nurse does not take a good look at the couple, but she has the impression that they are handsome and well-dressed. City people, even if they aren’t from Beijing—not, in any case, the type of people who should beg.

         
             

         

         SIX OF TEN beds in the predelivery suite are empty, along with the delivery room itself. In the operating rooms the first cesarean has begun. The nurse slips in and waits, preparing identification tags and linens as blood-soaked cloths line the floor. Then the baby is out, a boy, and he is in the nurse’s arms on his way to the nursery before the surgeon’s needle has begun to mend his mother’s wound.

         In the nursery there is just one window, a small rectangle carved high in the wall. Some mornings the sun reaches through on its way to noon and fills the room with light. The faces of the newborns become so bright that the nurse can’t stand to look at them. The sun passes quickly, but in the minutes before the room returns to bare 7fluorescence, everything inside insists so baldly on its life that she must look at her shoes in embarrassment.

         This day is cloudy. Light presses on a sheet of gray. The nurse looks into the glow and tries to replace the images in her mind with that same static colorlessness. But one persists: the blank-faced woman, her moving lips. Ahyi, my name is Su Lan, please help me. In a flash she sees the husband pulled forward, his pupils narrowed, his lips thin. The nurse shakes her head. Briefly she wonders why the couple came to Beijing, if they were drawn by the same excitement as the other young people flooding the city. She picks up a boy who has begun to howl. She prepares to return him to his mother.

         
             

         

         WHEN THE INJURED come, the nurse is bathing an infant girl. It is past midnight and her shift has ended. Instead of standing in the nursery wiping dried amniotic fluid from this newborn’s red skin, she should be at home, facing the wall and trying to sleep.

         No replacements have arrived. She does not mind. Walking through the corridors, passing under open windows, she has heard muffled commotion straining the walls. She is not eager to push home through all that. She dips a cloth in warm water, washes and dries the infant, checks the tag on the foot. On the tag she reads [image: ][image: ]: Su Lan, a familiar name. Before she can place it, a yellow-green flash lights the window. Then a human noise hurtles into her ears, and in her eyes it is the woman from the morning, mouth in the shape of a scream.

         The nurse stands still, holding Su Lan’s daughter in both hands.

         The daughter begins to cry.

         The door opens: her colleague with another child.

         In the moment before the door swings shut, shouting in the hallway outside. 8

         God, her colleague says. His mother was just pushing him out when they—right into the delivery room.

         They?

         I’ve got to go, her colleague says, and hands the newborn to the nurse, who quickly wraps the new arrival and sets him under the lamp.

         All around the nurse the newborns are crying, red faces pinched against white cloth, wet lips open wide. All but Su Lan’s girl, who has suddenly grown silent as herself. She picks up the child. She knows it cannot see her. The newborn brain understands shapes and light but cannot process images farther than two lengths of hand away. Still she watches the child watch her, wondering what it dares her to do.

         
             

         

         BODIES ARE LINING up in the halls. They come on cardboard stretched between two bicycles, on the flat beds of watermelon carts, in the arms of shouting strangers. A man in blue pants with a wound in his gut lies coiled on an unhinged door, hand curled around the knob. Mattresses are improvised, IVs inserted with bare hands. Nurses triage while wrapping wounds; an off-shift doctor runs through the gate. Trails of blood dry on the floor. In the morgue, volunteers step between bamboo mats, preparing a list of names.

         The delivery unit’s operating rooms have been taken over by urgent care. Scalpels that earlier extracted babies now extract bullets. Ten of ten beds in the predelivery suite are occupied, along with the floor space between them, by the wounded waiting. New and expecting mothers are moved into two rooms on the top floor. Their families trail behind, looking at their feet. The mothers are silent as they’re wheeled through the halls. Some pretend not to see. Some close their eyes and pray. 9

         Su Lan sits up with her eyes red and open, staring coldly into the faces of the wounded.

         The nurse stands in the center of the nursery, not knowing what to do. She has stood here for hours, checking vitals, preparing birth certificates, listening to waves of clamor erupt beyond the walls and ceilings and floors. Two more newborns have been brought in, the first by an overnight nurse from the inpatient building, who tells of the maternity ward move, the second by a teenage girl who calls herself a volunteer. The nursery is running out of space. By now, over half the babies should be back with their families. But no one has come to stay and the nurse cannot leave any newborns unattended.

         She checks temperatures and heart rates again. There have been no major complications all night, no early babies the size of her palm, no blue-skinned babies whose lungs need coaxing to breathe. Death, she thinks, is elsewhere occupied. She digs in the closet for the largest supply cart with high sides she can find. Syringes and boxes of gauze clatter to the floor. She pulls out the cart and presses her hands and arms on the metal trays to warm them. She pads the top and bottom layers with linens. In this way she squeezes all but one newborn onto the cart. She straps Su Lan’s daughter to her chest. The girl starts crying as she pushes the cart out the door.

         The hall stinks. Bodies lie perpendicular to the wall, bleeding and burned black. The nurse has seen plenty of blood and should not be surprised by it. In the operating room she has learned to dissociate blood from the human. But these people are not inside an operating room, and their blood does not seem material, like flesh or bone, but rather like a too-human thing. It is almost pretty. The nurse looks at the people along the wall and sees their blood as a painter sees paint, coloring in who they are. She pushes the cart through the hall. The living look up, blinking, at what she brings. 10

         
             

         

         THE MAKESHIFT MATERNITY ward is a mess of beds and chairs. Cots crammed in every space, families squatting on the floor. The nurse enters the first room with her cart. New parents and grandparents sit up and crane their necks. They catch their joy and hold it close, afraid or ashamed to hope. Outside, it is finally quiet. For the first time in months, the adjacent street is deserted.

         The nurse picks up the newborns and reads off the mothers’ names. Families come forward and collect their babies one by one.

         When her cart is empty she calls out the name Su Lan. There is no response. She sees a woman alone in the corner cot, a body turned to the wall. She unwraps the girl from her chest and walks over. She sits at the edge of the bed and waits.

         Finally the woman turns. Again the nurse is fascinated by her face, how each feature taken alone is plain and unmemorable: the small and single-lidded eyes, the straight nose, the pale lips. It is attractive but not pretty, not quite, and it strikes the nurse that it would be a good face for an actress—the kind of face that could become anything with just a few lines of makeup, that, like a mirror, reflects the viewer back upon herself.

         Su Lan’s eyelids are swollen, her eyes glassy. She looks at the nurse and says: Do you believe in time?

         Time?

         Do you believe, Su Lan continues, that the past is gone and the future does not yet exist?

         For a moment the nurse is quiet. Then she says, Yes.

         Su Lan stares. She begins to scream. The screams are short and breathy and sound like a repeating mechanical alarm. The nurse covers the daughter’s ears. Someone else’s mother-in-law leans over: Su Lan has been hysterical all night, calling for her husband. Apparently she begged the doctors to let him inside the delivery unit, but of course this was impossible. Afterward the man could 11not be found. The mother-in-law lowers her voice and looks meaningfully at the nurse. She says, When was the last time you saw a yunfu at the hospital all alone?

         A woman, all alone. The nurse wants to touch her. She wants to cover the screaming mouth and smooth the damp hair from the face.

         She wraps the daughter to her chest and stands to leave. Her legs buckle. She sits back down. For a moment she feels her exhaustion. She has not slept in over twenty hours. She has not eaten in ten. She shakes her shoulders and stands again, breathing slowly, and heads for the second maternity room.

         In the second room are women in labor, and one who just arrived, heaven knows how.

         
             

         

         NEAR DAWN, SU LAN takes her child. She holds her daughter’s neck in her palm and does not smile. The nurse wants to say something to Su Lan, something final and wise, as if she is at this woman’s deathbed. She opens her mouth, closes it, stands up, leaves. She goes to a washroom, splashes water on her face, and steps outside. It is raining. She does not look at the stained ground or the smoldering carcasses of tanks and cars. She does not look at the elderly couple burning mourning money at the steps. She lights a cigarette and listens to the hiss. The front of her frock, where Su Lan’s daughter was strapped all night, is damp and suddenly cold.

         Su Lan will live for another seventeen and a half years—not an insignificant amount of time. Enough to turn an infant into a woman, a Chinese into an American. But the nurse’s feeling is correct. Today, Su Lan begins to die. 12
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         YOUR MOTHER RETURNED TO SHANGHAI in June of 1989, a few days after the event. She was not wearing proper shoes. Instead, she had on these pink rubber slippers, the kind you can buy for half a yuan off the side of the street. They were too small, and dirty—you could tell she’d been wearing them for some days. This was unusual for your mother. Su Lan was the kind of person who presented herself carefully to the world, regardless of circumstance.

         She had left the longtang ten days earlier with her husband and one small bag. When she returned she had neither. In their place was you.

         Ten days—that’s how long it took for the swallow eggs to hatch too. That spring, a pair had nested above Su Lan’s window. Of course she hadn’t noticed. Perpetually insulated in the world of her work, Su Lan barely seemed aware of the protesters that passed daily under our windows, hollering slogans and singing songs. But I had seen bird droppings on the windowsill in early May. I watched the swallows build their nest, flying back with little bites of mud in their beaks and sticking them to the wood. When they were done they’d made a brown cone the size of my palm. The same day Su Lan and her husband left for Beijing, five white-flecked eggs appeared in the hollow. The parents perched on the ledge of the terrace and turned their heads this way and that, little red throats flapping as they sang.

         These nests had been a common sight in the neighborhood when I was a girl. I was afraid of them then—they looked like hornets’ hives. Until one day, as I walked home from school, following my big brother, my hand trailing the longtang wall, a baby bird fell from the sky. I’d caught it in my hands, almost dropped it in surprise. It was delicate and ugly. I could crush it with a little squeeze. 18

         Su Lan didn’t say anything when she saw me on the stairs. I followed her lead. Later, I boiled water so she could give you a warm bath. The next morning I woke early. The air was crisp and fresh, like it had rained, but it had not. Su Lan’s door was open, so I went in.

         She was sleeping. You were too, belly down on her chest. You were both naked. When I turned to leave she opened her eyes and spoke, a soft and pleading sound, the first she’d made since she returned.

         It won’t stop crying, she said. I want to rest, but it won’t stop crying.

         I thought she’d gone mad. I thought she meant you. You were not crying. You were fast asleep, and for a moment I wondered if I should take you away from her. You hadn’t even cried the night before, not while I bathed you and not while I slept (fitfully, listening). I remembered I had thought it strange, wondered if it was normal for infants to be so placid.

         Then I heard it, the sharp, shrill screams. They were coming from the window. I slammed it shut. It was no use.

         Outside, on the terrace, I counted four swallow chicks inside the nest. One egg had not hatched. The chicks were featherless, with translucent membrane for skin, beneath which could be seen webs of purple capillaries and the ridges of tiny bones, angular folds of what would become wings. They sat in a line and shrieked for food, necks stretched out, little beaks opening and closing like hands. Theirs was not a pretty birdsong. It was a call for attention—for survival, aggressive and loud. On the other side of the window Su Lan covered your ears. Through the glass, her figure and yours appeared warped, your bodies flattened and geometric and yet revealing layers, as if I were seeing you from many directions at once. That was when I realized—in the cavity of your distorted bodies—that her husband, your father, was not there. 19

         I went to the kitchen. I pulled out my chopping knife. Back on the terrace, with one hand cupping the grainy round bottom, I sawed the mud nest from the eaves. It felt like a ball of dirt. I grabbed my cane and went down the stairs again and out the door. In my hand the chicks continued to shriek.

         Along the stone wall surrounding the longtang are little holes that were once used for candles and oil lamps, and had since been filled with garbage and pieces of loose stone. I walked down the alley cradling the nest in search of one of these holes, and found one not too far from our building. I scooped out the filling and tucked the nest inside. When I returned to the terrace, the swallow parents were hopping about the window ledge squawking their own song of alarm. I threw some rice over the ledge in the direction of the nest and told them to go look over there. The swallows flew away.

         The next few days, between looking after your mother and you, I went to the nest once a day to check that it was still there. I counted the chicks: four, four, four. On the second morning I saw the parents perched nearby and sprinkled some more rice on the ground, a reward, and clucked to them of their cleverness.

         I don’t remember if it was the fourth day or the fifth. One morning I found the hole empty. The nest lay on the ground at the base of the wall. Beside it crouched an enormous black bird with blue and white underwings, a magpie, which pecked at the mud cone with its sharp hooked beak. The magpie pulled a chick from the nest and thrust its beak into the naked neck, then continued down the body, ripping open the stomach and extracting the entrails. It pulled out a second chick and a third, opening each body in turn. The chicks’ skin broke easily; the magpie’s head darted out and back, its black beak shining, not red with blood but blacker, almost blue. I could not tell if the magpie was eating or simply probing; it moved with disinterest, like an investigator sorting through a cabinet of evidence. It turned and 20looked at me with one beady black eye, then pulled the last chick from the nest. When it was done it trotted a few steps before flying away.

         I watched its shadow move over the wall. I had thought magpies beautiful once, had admired their long, graceful tails. I hadn’t realized how large they were.

         For a few more moments I stood there. Already the pulp of purple and gray at the base of the wall was barely distinguishable as baby birds. The only evidence that remained was eight little feet that hadn’t yet sprouted full claws. I was a girl again, I’d just caught a bird in my hands. That time, I had felt how delicate the tiny life was, had felt the thin warm skin against my own, and had imagined closing my hand tight and hearing the crunch of bones in my palm, the hot blood dripping through my fingers. Instead I fastened the bird in a pouch around my neck and painfully climbed a ladder to the roof. I crawled to the edge and slipped it back inside its nest. Sharp pain stabbed my hip, and on my way down I slid, kicking a few shingles and nearly falling off. You see, I’ve always had this limp, even when I was a small girl.

         I walked quickly back to my room, where next door Su Lan was still asleep. My hip ached.

         The magpie had looked at me in recognition; the magpie was myself, the girl I’d almost been. I had no doubts: it was I inside that tapping beak, I in the cold beady stare, I in the beats of the wing, in flight over the longtang wall. Since I was a girl I had known the fragility of life and the power to extinguish it in my own hands; I had no right to feel anything; not horror, not grief, not even surprise.

         
             

         

         IN THOSE DAYS I found myself thinking often of the first time I had seen Su Lan, when she moved into the neighborhood a little less than a year before. She and her husband were strange newcomers—two intellectuals from the provinces, newlywed, young and 21fashionable—the longtang didn’t see many like them. In that first year, before what happened, they were spoken of with admiration and envy. Even I had felt that things were changing, that the course of possibilities was turning from one road to another.

         She had come first, a few days before she brought her husband. I watched her arrive in the morning, walking down the lane in a pale yellow dress and red high-heeled shoes, carrying a bucket of what turned out to be white paint. I was surprised when the stranger walked all the way to the end of the lane, and more so when footfalls made the back stairs creak. For many months the room next door had been vacant. I had spent the years after my husband’s death cultivating loneliness; I liked to think I was the one who had driven prospective tenants away.

         She was there to paint the room white. Not just the walls but the ceiling and the floor—she kept painting until she stood in a white box. If you squinted your eyes, the edges disappeared and the space looked like an empty plane expanding in every direction. I had never seen anything like it.

         There was something alarming about her. Even before she began throwing paint on the floor, her presence unsettled me, though I couldn’t say exactly how or why. She had this way of looking at things, an expression if you could call it that, with such focus and intensity you would think she was trying to bore a hole through with her eyes. She painted in ferocious but controlled movements. Barefoot, skirt tied above her knees, she pressed layer after layer of white paint onto the walls as if aiming to annihilate every trace of what had been there before.

         When she finished, she stood in the middle of the room holding the empty bucket, breathing heavily. The paint, still wet, gleamed. Later, when I went in and out of the white room, I would feel how even though the space now looked larger than it was, there was 22something oppressive about it, as if all the air had been squeezed out. But right then, containing just your mother, who stood there examining her handiwork, blinking with surprise and relief, the room looked brand-new. So did she. She walked out, cheeks red, eyes fresh, like she had been born in this field of blankness. Here I am, she seemed to say, starting my new life.

         She gathered her things and locked the door. When she turned and saw me watching, she gave me a long look, her expression startled but not unkind, and mumbled something before picking up her red shoes and turning to go. I think she said, You look like someone I’ve always known.

         Her feet were caked in a layer of dried paint. I watched their white soles pad down the stairs.

         It wasn’t until a few days later, when she returned with her husband and other belongings, that I learned her name.

         This is Su Lan, her husband said, she forgets to introduce herself.

         If her husband noticed the recent paint job, he didn’t say anything. He opened the door, looked around, and said, Very nice! He ran his hand down Su Lan’s hair. Do you like it? he asked her. She kissed him on the shoulder. They looked very much like a young couple in love. As far as I could tell, he believed she was seeing the place for the first time.

         I nearly believed it too. She behaved so differently from the other time I’d seen her (now talkative, now effusive, the sullen intensity now dissipated into charm) that I wondered if she was the same person, wondered even if I had somehow imagined the events of the previous week. Had the room always been white?

         
             

         

         SU LAN WAS a physicist. It was possible she had an extraordinary mind. Certainly her husband thought it. In the evenings he could 23be heard addressing her, with admiration and a note of disbelief (she’s mine? she’s mine!), as my brilliant wife. Perhaps as a result, there circulated rumors in the neighborhood about where she had come from, how she had graduated first from the top university in the country, how she had been interviewed on a radio program featuring the brightest of her generation. She was pursuing an advanced degree in theoretical physics at Fudan University, where, it was said, her colleagues called her the Chinese Madame Curie.

         She was studying the behavior of the tiniest particles in the world—many trillion times smaller than a rice grain, she once told me in an effort to explain—the bits that make up everything we know. She was trying to tease out a mathematical principle that could describe their behavior, a principle that would hold even when applied to the behavior of their opposites: entire planets, entire worlds.

         According to Su Lan, in physics it is far easier to understand the behavior of massive objects than that of minuscule ones. You would think it should be the reverse, like how it’s more difficult to hold down a large man than to carry a newborn child. But then I thought of children, how they were more surprising and unpredictable than adults, and how as I aged, I felt I was settling into a rigid form, becoming if not someone I understood, then someone whose moods and reactions fell increasingly into patterns I could predict. I thought too of the stories in novels and history books I’d read, stories about nations and empires, stories that spanned centuries, how sometimes it was easier to imagine large pieces of land animating and moving against each other than to comprehend one day in my own insignificant life.

         Su Lan agreed. She said that when something was massive, we could still imagine it. Undoubtedly we simplified it, made it stupid, missed some important things. But imagining what we could not see? Where would we even begin? 24

         It was when she spoke of her work that the intensity I’d seen on the day she painted the room returned to her eyes; it was then that I could be sure she was indeed the same person. Her relationship to physics was not like a typical person’s relationship to their work. There was a religiosity in it, which is to say a dependence. In the weeks after she returned from Beijing with you, the weeks she spent strapped to her bed by weakness and grief, trapped in a language that could not, like mathematics, be manipulated into pattern or logic, she was lost. I’m tired, I’m very tired, was all she said. She spent her days half asleep but unable to reach a place of true rest.

         She never told me what happened in Beijing. The most she said was on a night she woke screaming from sleep. I had not thought hers a human cry; in my own dreams a scaled bird had stuck its black neck out from the fleshy earth, waking into existence. When I went into her room her eyes were two wide lights in the dark.

         That night, she spoke of a conversation she’d had with her husband, what I assumed was one of their last. It must be so terrible to see through everything, he had told her. She repeated his words to me in a fit of lucidity, nearly spitting:

         It must be so terrible to see through everything like you do. It’s a form of blindness, you know. It gives you an excuse to do nothing while feeling superior, when really it’s just selfish, which is another way of saying stupid, lazy, everything you say you hate.

         She turned the words over.

         He’s right, she said. He wasn’t right then—I didn’t see anything then—but now—now I see and it is terrible. I see skin and beneath it muscle and bone and organs, and beneath these, blood, water, mucus, filth. It is all so clear that I feel as if I can reach inside and wrap my hand around a vein, and it is all so, so ugly.

         A bolt of terror seized her and she became frantic. 25

         What if I never want to look again? she said. What if I turn away and close my eyes for the rest of my life?

         The next day she asked me to bring her a pen and paper, and wrote very quickly, her words running into each other until they filled the page. This was not the neat, controlled script that I had once seen in her notebooks, describing the behavior of those particles she studied. This handwriting was wild; the only words I could decipher were dear friend at the top of the page. She folded the letter and sealed it. The envelope was addressed to Beijing, to someone I didn’t know. A former classmate, she explained, someone she hadn’t spoken to in a long time, but who would do anything for her. She said this very confidently: He would do anything for me. She asked me to post the letter.

         Two weeks later, she received a response. She opened the envelope, read, and for the first time since returning, began to weep.

         After the letter Su Lan reverted to a near-mechanical state, becoming a collection of human components that did not quite add up to a person. She was neither happy nor sad. She was simply an observer—less than an observer. An observer with no stake but sight, who had lost her ability to care. I tried to engage her with small talk, with little stories I’d heard here and there, even with questions about the nature of things, hoping to startle her into scientific interest. It didn’t work. If she responded her answers were dispassionate, even mocking, so that when she spoke of gravity or refraction or the laws of motion she seemed to be saying underneath her words that the entire enterprise of knowledge was ridiculous. Often she simply ignored the question and said: It is better not to know, it is better to be innocent. Once I read to her a mathematics puzzle I’d found in the newspaper, a silly little problem involving marbles and a scale that seemed simple but had me thinking in circles for days without finding a solution. She listened, head cocked to one side, and said, The answer is nonsense 26and death. Nonsense and death until death. Then laughed, and brought her hand to her mouth.

         She had lost her instinct for science. I think this was more devastating than losing her husband. Without that desire to see through everything, she did not know who she was.

         It was only after she pushed everything present (including you) to one side and prepared to return to work that the spark of life returned. Time happened, I suppose. One day, two or three months after the event, she came to my room and asked what type of scale it was in that marble problem I’d found in the newspaper, the kind they use at the vegetable market, with a weight tied to one end, or a two-sided balance, like the scales of justice. Scales of justice, I said. She thought for a moment, then began to solve the puzzle out loud. The solution was quite involved (later I would not be able to re-create it), but as she presented it I followed each step with perfect clarity and ease. She asked if I could watch you for a few hours and I agreed. Soon after that I began to see her sitting at her desk, bent over the physics publications that had piled up and gathered dust, and soon after that, she returned to the university.

         Her eyes were no longer dull, her cheeks flushed in the heat. Urgency returned to her voice when she spoke of her research, and she was invested again in the pursuit of scientific truth. But something had changed. She was too invested. Whereas before she approached physics with a sense of delight and play—an innocence, as she might say—now she was severe, serious. She worked as if driven by a force outside herself, as if her life, or its vindication, depended on it. She frightened me.

         
             

         

         WATCHING YOU WAS boring. You slept, ate, peed, pooped. While your mother taught classes and attended meetings at the university, 27I fed and cleaned you. When you were awake, despite the fact that you could not do much, you required a minimum modicum of attention, entertainment of some form or another so you did not start wailing, observance so you did not roll off the bed or otherwise harm yourself. I had not cared for a child before. The most similar thing I’d done was care for my husband in the years before he died, bedridden and also in need of feeding and cleaning.

         It is remarkable that you don’t remember me at all. For nearly two years, keeping you alive and placated occupied most of my days.

         I remember the golden yellow stink of your waste. I remember Su Lan bent over a metal tub in the mornings, squeezing the milk from her breasts before putting on her makeup and gathering her papers. I remember winter afternoons, in that season when the sun set before you expected it to, bringing with early darkness a sense of malaise and doom, when you nuzzled your head into my armpit and I felt for a moment that caring for you was not like caring for a dying man after all. That it was a comforting feeling to hold something so small and so alive.

         But I could not be perpetually charmed by your helplessness. I didn’t need to think hard to take care of you, but you still demanded a kind of attention that drowned out all my thoughts. The work was tedious and unrewarding. At the end of the day, my arms and back and thighs ached, my head was dull and exhausted. At night I slept like a rock.

         Around midday I took you on a walk around the neighborhood. This was the easiest way to quiet you for a nap. My uneven gait produced a rocking motion that without fail put you to sleep. Often on these walks neighbors would approach me to look at you. They commented on your looks or size, asking how old you were, if you cried a lot, if you ate and slept well, eventually winding to a comment about how they hadn’t seen your father around in some time. 28The brazen ones leaned in and said with false commiseration: What a shame, for that woman to enlist the services of a cripple.

         It was in these moments that I understood I would do whatever your mother required. No matter that we were no one to each other. No matter that I was not a natural caretaker, did not particularly like children, and had a bad hip. You see, there was a delight in the neighbors’ gossip that made me want to hurl my cane through a window. They did not try to hide it. The ones who had been friendliest and most welcoming when Su Lan and her husband first moved to the longtang, looking like youth and wealth, now kept the farthest distance, addressing Lan only with formalities, disappearing quickly, whispering cheap falsities among themselves while she was gone. The younger women shot her openly dirty looks and pulled their men close. Worn as she had been by pregnancy and all that followed, Su Lan was still beautiful. And after she returned to the university she began to dress beautifully again as well, wearing the fashionable clothes and bold lipstick and bright earrings (hardly any women in those days would even consider piercing holes into their ears) that had once spurred the other women to praise her elegance and style, and now gave them a reason to call her whore. In the neighborhood, a beautiful, confident woman without a husband was a dangerous, hungry beast.

         If they had known her at all, they would have seen that Su Lan had eyes for no human. She was not interested in her beauty. In fact she did not think herself particularly attractive, and believed her features to be small and inoffensive, nothing remarkable on their own. Rather, she felt the strength of her face was its neutrality; like the white walls of her room, it functioned as a blank palette that was enhanced (rather than made garish) by makeup and jewelry. In this way she conceived of her beauty, like her other attributes, not as an inherent or inherited quality, but rather as another aspect of her 29self-invention, the hard-earned result of her own work and will. At times I wondered if she thought of herself as two people: the one that moved through the world, and the one that created that other apparent self.

         It was for the sake of her work that she made herself beautiful. It scares them, she told me once, poking earrings through her lobes. By them she meant the other physicists in her department, who were mostly men. She had introduced herself at enough institutions, research groups, and conferences to see how her appearance affected her colleagues. It started with surprised confusion—initially she was asked, addressed as xiaojie, what she was looking for, if she was lost. Then came shock and dismissal. She didn’t mind being underestimated. It was a satisfying feeling to prove someone wrong, to know that she would not be underestimated again. After she revealed her intellectual superiority, the result was a kind of terror. Physics professors are not comfortable around beautiful women, she said. She strapped on her high-heeled shoes. It was important to be as tall as the men, so she could make them look her in the eye.

         Perhaps she heard what the neighbors were saying about her after she returned to Shanghai alone. Perhaps she didn’t care. To break through the shock of those first months, she had wrapped herself so thoroughly in her physics that the little time she wasn’t at the university was spent bent over her desk, cradling you in one arm and scribbling and erasing with the other, so focused she often didn’t notice when you cried. She had started work on an ambitious project for her dissertation, the project that would eventually take her and you away from Shanghai, and which, I now believe, would hound her for the rest of her life. It had to do with the most fundamental laws of nature, and its question was one she had long pondered without the proper vocabulary, the kind of question she had pursued knowledge in order to know to ask. 30

         
             

         

         HER SUBJECT WAS time. The arrow on the horizontal axis of a graph, pointing beyond the edge of the page, the little t found in nearly every fundamental equation describing the workings of the universe. And yet we barely understood it. Less than a century ago, physicists had believed in absolute time, some god-hand beating out the seconds as our three-dimensional world was pushed from past into present, present into future. Human nature was to blame for this error. We centered our experience too readily. For the same reason we’d once believed the stars revolved around the earth, we believed time to be static and irreversible.

         What strange torture it was for Su Lan to be limited to a linear experience of time. Imagine being constricted in space, a cartoon drawn on a page. This was how Su Lan related to time: as a prisoner. She was determined to rewire her brain so it could comprehend—and eventually intuit—reality as it actually was. In this reality time was more complex than we could imagine; far from static, it might be bent and twisted and tied in knots. And during one of those nights when she stayed awake reading the physics journals that had piled up by her bed while she convalesced, a breakthrough came to her, a new way of conceiving the restriction of our temporal experience. This reconception, impossible and wild as it was, provided a small opening through which she glimpsed the beginning of a theory.

         The reconception had to do with energy. Specifically, it had to do with the theoretical conditions under which the second law of thermodynamics might reverse.

         According to the second law of thermodynamics, in a closed system disorder will always increase with time. This is also called entropy. When Su Lan taught this concept to first-year physics students at the university, she used the classic example of the partitioned box. The two sides of the box are filled with two inert gases, and there is a small hole in the partition. After enough time 31has passed, the random motion of molecules bouncing off the walls and each other will result in the two gases distributed evenly across the two parts of the box. The gases will be mixed so thoroughly it would take quite a bit of energy to separate them back into their original pure states. In other words, the box gains in entropy; to decrease its entropy requires work. To further illustrate the concept, she asked her class to imagine two bowls of water, one hot and one cold, which are then combined. Passing your hand through the water, you wouldn’t expect half to be cold and half hot; rather, it would all be warm. In both scenarios, it would be impossible to imagine the reverse sequence occurring. Nothing starts in disorder and moves without intervention to order.

         Su Lan argued that the second law of thermodynamics was why we experienced time at all. While the rotations of the earth around the sun constituted our relative measurement of time, the tendency of the universe toward disorder was what created our experience of irreversible events. Irreversibility in turn created the feeling of moving in one direction versus another—that is, the experience of moving through time. The second law of thermodynamics resounded so strongly with human intuition that many physicists believed it to be the most fundamental of fundamental laws.

         Did Su Lan believe there existed a place where the laws of physics would not hold? Not exactly. She believed it might be useful to theorize the physical consequences. To articulate the strange relation ship between entropy and time, she would develop both a physical and a mathematical theory for what might happen under the circumstance of reversal. That’s what she told her colleagues at least. In private her imagination ran wilder. Imagine if you could manufacture conditions under which the universe tends not toward disorder but toward order—she said to me once—you could watch time run backward. 32

         One morning she’d found a student sleeping in her class, and to wake him, grabbed a glass of water off her lectern and threw it down. Wet shards sprayed across the floor and the sleeping student sat up with a jolt, tucking his feet beneath his desk. Explain to the class, she said to the student, how you would put the water back inside the cup.

         For the rest of the term she hung this impossible problem over her class.

         The answer, of course, lay in the idea of entropy. Only by reversing the second law of thermodynamics could we expect the glass to come back together and the water to fly back into the cup. Of course this was physically impossible.

         Or nearly impossible. Su Lan corrected herself: actually, it was only extremely improbable. When you considered the question of why the second law of thermodynamics existed at all, the answer was simple: probability. It will always be more probable, given a set of heterogeneous components, for the components to arrange themselves in a disorderly way. In the case of the broken glass, there was only one way for the pieces to fit together in the original glass, and near-infinite ways for them to lie in a disorderly heap. What people forgot was that probability had nothing to do with possibility.

         So you’re building a time machine, I ventured.

         She laughed: That sounds too exciting.

         She began to speak then of human memory, calling it the mind’s arrow of time. In her thought experiment, under the reversal of the second law, the thermodynamic arrow of time would run backward, toward order instead of disorder. The mind’s arrow should run parallel to it, so instead of remembering what had already occurred, we would be able to predict what was about to occur. The cost of seeing into the future, however, was that we would lose our memory of the past, and with it, any explanation of how we arrived at our present state. 33

         Again she used the example of the glass of water, the scenario in which the broken glass comes together and the water flies back inside. If this were to happen, while the glass was still broken we would be able to remember it becoming whole, but once the glass was whole we would forget that it had ever been broken. Though the mind now remembers the future, order is in the future now, and disorder in the past. It’s so strange, she said, that even when you turn the laws of physics on their heads, we’re still blind in the direction of chaos.

         Perhaps Su Lan would cringe at my understanding of her work. Perhaps she’d say that physicists defined things differently from you and I, that a thought experiment was just that, meant to manipulate the mind into thinking differently. She might shake her head and laugh, dismissing her ideas as wordplay and mind games. But I saw their grip over her, and wondered what the project really meant for Su Lan—what exactly it was that had made her so desperately want to remember the future and forget the past.

         
             

         

         SHE BEGAN TO study for the TOEFL, the English exam required for admission to American universities. She never said explicitly that she was aiming to go abroad. But as your cries and murmurs turned to strings of syllables and then to words, your mother was also forming her mouth around new sounds. She practiced at every opportunity. On the weekends she held you on her lap and sat on the terrace, and the two of you spewed nonsense noises at each other, each staring intently at the other’s face with bewildered eyes.

         Human language was not among Su Lan’s talents. She had asked me once to teach her to speak Shanghainese like a local, and it was immediately apparent that her instinct for mathematics worked against her ability to master language. The patterns in language 34were not perfect and consistent like the patterns in numbers, in fact nearly all the time they were false patterns, breaking down just when you needed them most. Language was messy, unpredictable, inelegant: in other words, too human. It was this human logic that seemed to elude her. Solving a mathematics problem, she said, was like entering a room filled with clear light: the air is crisp and fresh, the mind is free. On the other hand, trying to say something—trying to say exactly what you mean—was a foray into darkness, where your fears and failures hid—a foray into hell.

         So she resorted to rote memorization and repetition, and her memory was much weaker than her intuition. You could tell it pained her to know there existed some deep current of linguistic understanding she could not access.

         Su Lan had always spoken with a strange accent, so much so that I could not place her—even now I don’t know where exactly she was from. Initially I’d believed this was intentional, part of her effort to present herself a certain way. After I watched her struggle with Shanghainese, then English, I wondered if it was actually her failure to properly learn Mandarin.

         By then you had entered your most charming and pretty phase. You’d grown a full thick head of hair and your singled eyelids had doubled. You sat up on your own and looked around, blinking, making little o’s with your mouth, opening and closing your chubby hands. For a long time you had not had proper clothes. It was easier to wrap you in diapers and blankets or keep you naked during the hot days. But after returning to the university Su Lan purchased a handful of nice baby outfits, tiny shirts and dresses that she fitted over your head with care. Sometimes she took you to work with her, and on these days she dressed you as meticulously as she did herself, once even dabbing a dot of rouge on your lips. I think she was using you as a kind of prop, similar to her high-heeled shoes, a 35way of forcing her colleagues to contend directly with that for which they might judge her. I imagined her striding into a laboratory full of balding men in glasses, with silent smiling you staring over her shoulder, and that hard look in her eyes, a fearsome and impressive sight. With me you fussed and cried and grabbed whatever you liked, ignoring my scolds with a stubborn willfulness that astonished me. But with her you were perfect and obedient, as if you knew your role in her game. Even then you had developed an instinct to please her.

         It was spring, nearly two years after Beijing. Su Lan checked the mail often. The other time I had seen a similar impatience, she had been waiting for the letter from her university friend; I assumed she had written that person again. Now you could stand up and carry your body across the room. You called me po-po and gleefully mimicked the sounds of cats and dogs. When Su Lan finally received the letter she was waiting for, she ran up the stairs and went into her room without stopping at mine to collect you. Later she came in and announced that she had gotten what she had been working for. She would be going to America to complete her PhD. She had passed the TOEFL, just barely, and she had been granted a fellowship to work with an American professor who had visited Fudan the previous year and was impressed by her work. She would be leaving in a couple of months and did not know how long exactly she’d be gone. She picked you up and asked me to look after the room while she was away. This was her first home, she said, the first home she chose, and she did not want to lose it. I saw a flash of fear.

         Besides, she continued, it was possible that her husband would return—the room was his too, after all. It was the first time she had mentioned her husband since Beijing. Months later, when I went into the room to air and dust after you’d gone, I saw that she had left his clothes hanging in the closet, his shoes arranged neatly 36beneath them. On the back of the door was his doctor’s coat and stethoscope.

         She handed me a key and took you away.

         
             

         

         THE LAST REAL conversation I had with your mother took place the night before she left for America. In the three years she’d lived here, she had somehow accumulated many things, and so she spent her final week in Shanghai packing what she could into two suitcases and tossing or storing the rest. After she finished the room was immaculate, with books and bedding and clothes perfectly organized on shelves, in trunks, shut behind wardrobe doors, the kind of order that could never have persisted amid life ongoing. She buckled her suitcases and pulled them upright. When I came in she was sitting in the middle of the room with you, looking at the white walls, which now gleamed again as if new. We sat there for a long time without speaking. In the silence I felt all we knew and did not know about each other. How strange time was indeed, this human time, how it could bind people, pull you away from yourself. There was too much to say so I said nothing. I could feel that Su Lan had more to tell. She bobbed you on her lap and stared at the wall behind my head.

         When she finally spoke, she did so compulsively, without interruption, the words pulled from her throat.

         I have always had a talent for leaving, she said. I began to cultivate this talent when I was very young, barely old enough to dream. Most of all I wanted to leave my mother. Leaving her, I thought, I might finally leave myself.

         I know you think of me as this bright, talented person, a person who will no doubt become something. I think you’re wrong. I’m ambitious, yes, that much is true. But my ambition runs backward, 37not toward anything but away. In fact, whenever I’ve tried to become something, I’ve failed, because I’ve only really ever managed to care about what I’m not.

         I left my childhood home early, when I was still a child, and then I left the place I left for, and then that place too. In secondary school and university I would return home for the new year, because that’s what everyone did. Eventually I stopped going back. For years I haven’t seen my mother, I don’t even know if she’s alive or dead. And yet, she’s still here, her spirit, her ghost, she follows me wherever I go, even into my mind and thoughts. I think I am alone, and then the room fills with shadows: my mother, my waipo, my tai-waipo—I can see her limp body, calling out from her deathbed. My father too, sometimes, and other men I know only from names carved on stones. They all watch me, closely, waiting to laugh in my face.

         Sometimes I ask myself why I am going to America. Isn’t there more for me here, where I already know the rules? Isn’t Shanghai big enough, rich enough, new enough?

         But my mind trips on itself, repeats, comes up again and again with different versions of the same story. It orders the space around me—which should be new and dynamic, full of its own patterns and pains—with outlines of everything I need to forget, so that no matter how far I have come, how old I’ve grown, I am stuck in a reel of the same irrationalities and insecurities that plagued the first decade of my life. Even my husband—I see them taking him, in order to drag me back. I am leaving, again, to populate my world with unfamiliar, indifferent ghosts.

         Su Lan looked down at the patch of white floor between her legs. She had never before spoken of her childhood or of her family, not even in this vague way. I realized that in all the time I had taken care of you, I had implicitly accepted that you had no blood grandmother, no blood aunts or uncles, just as I’d accepted you would 38have no father, and I saw again your mother on the day we met, standing in the center of the totally white room. Despite all her talk of time, I had accepted her as she presented herself, as a person without a past. What had she seen in the paint that day, where I had seen an expanding emptiness?

         I said goodbye and goodnight. Her eyes were far away, imagining the white walls of her future. In my own room I took the key she had given me out of the drawer and threaded it onto my own chain. I understood she would be gone for a long time.

         
             

         

         FOR MANY YEARS after your mother left I thought about what she’d said that night. You see, I had come to see her as a sort of authority, whether I realized it or not. Perhaps it had to do with her education and the relentlessness with which she pursued it: you could trust her not to say anything unless she had investigated it thoroughly. She was a generation younger than I, yes, and there were times when the foolishness of that youth was too apparent, when I could see that in fact she was still coming of age—nevertheless I felt a deference to her that I’ve never been able to summon for my elders. I was reluctant to touch whatever it was that was growing inside of her for fear of altering it.

         Su Lan had spoken of ghosts, familiar and unfamiliar, of seeing things that were not exactly there. How jarring it was, to hear a science-educated, reality-minded woman like her speak of such things, and with such nonchalance. She did not present these fantasies as unbelievable or surprising but rather as mundane phenomena, as ordinary as this chair or that broom.

         She had spoken, I realized, with the same casual certainty as my mother. Uneducated and intensely religious, my mother lived in a world inhabited not just by humans and their depravity but by 39all-powerful beings and their invisible notions of good and evil. Throughout my childhood she enforced this world on me with great tenacity and skill. Despite her efforts she failed to convince me—from a young age I had considered myself science-educated and reality-minded too.

         I had assumed Su Lan would have taken my side, knowing as she did the scientific explanations for all manner of seemingly inexplicable things. I wondered then if perhaps it was not a matter of education at all; perhaps people were born with pious or wicked dispositions—my brother too, despite his literacy, had been like my mother. Both were the kind of people who liked to be praised, and especially liked to be praised for doing well what they were told to do. They took pride in being seen as good and kind and self-sacrificial. Did Su Lan have a small measure of that desire to be good too?

         I, on the other hand, am wicked. There is no instinct in me to please. Even after things changed, during those years Su Lan and you were in America, when I entered voluntarily into that world of spirits and ghosts and became a woman like my mother, who burned incense at her altar every day, I believed it was the wicked person inside me, acting against my own disposition toward disbelief.

         
             

         

         IT STARTED WITH Tao Kun’s ashes. For as long as my husband was dead I had kept him under the bed next to old quilts and my red wedding shoes. I thought of his remains only as what they were: bits of significant dirt. Now a presence made itself felt there. It was physical—it pressed against my back as I slept, not like a hand or a push but a simple light upward force. If Su Lan had still been here, she might have described it as gravity, applied in the opposite direction. It was enough to arch my back in discomfort and toss 40me in my sleep. The next morning I pulled out the ashes and placed them on the table next to the window. A film of dust covered the box. Particles moved in the light and came to life. I wiped it with a damp cloth. That night I slept soundly.

         But Tao Kun looked lonely on the table. So I searched in my trunks and drawers for things to keep him company: a marble bust of Mao he’d once been awarded by the neighborhood committee; my mother’s Guanyin statuette, which we had kept hidden for her during the Cultural Revolution; and Tao Kun’s flute. The flute was made of bamboo and had a little crack at its lip from years of sitting in the trunk. I picked it up and felt its weight. My fingers slipped over the grooves over which his hands had moved, on summer evenings when the neighbors played mahjong in the alley and he stood by the door like a sentinel, feeling for a tune. I put Guanyin and Mao next to Tao Kun’s ashes and laid his flute in front. Behind his ashes I propped up a black-and-white portrait of him at thirty, a photograph he had taken for me. He’d had no use for photographs, he’d been blind. In the portrait, he looked surprised, as if he had just turned his head toward an unexpected sound.

         Slowly, I found myself gathering more gods for the altar. In the alley stacks of old cardboard boxes leaned against a crumbling wall, so I took one and cut four plaques out of it, and, wetting my stiff brushes, wrote on the plaques in my best script the names of my and Tao’s deceased parents. From the wall of an abandoned room I peeled a poster of the five revolutionary heroes and pasted it to my own wall with pinches of mushed rice. I cut out pictures of past and current presidents from newspapers and magazines, Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin, then Hu Jintao and a handsome black man the newspapers said might become America’s next president, and glued them on frames of cardboard. In the alleyway dump I spotted a small painting of the white man’s pusa, a woman in pink and blue 41robes holding a yellow-haired baby with a golden crown, and a perfectly intact plastic figure of the monkey king. All these items joined Tao Kun and kept him company. They kept me company too. There was a strange pleasure in the work of this accumulation. I still did not believe in spirits or ghosts or pusas or gods, but what was the harm in pretending, just in case I was wrong? If it turned out that my mother and Su Lan were right, if gods were indeed real, then a wicked old woman like me needed as many as I could get.

         
             

         

         WHILE I ASSEMBLED my altar, the neighborhood changed. The living fled (your mother’s departure had marked a beginning); the dead returned.

         I remember the year 2000. It seemed such a large number, much larger than one plus 1999. Even now it seems larger than the numbers that came after. How inappropriate my continued existence felt, in this year with so many zeros. The future had been thrown backward, trapping me in a place I did not understand. I hoped I would die soon.

         The red shells of New Year’s firecrackers were swept from the alley. That same week, large posters appeared on the walls of the longtang, and people gathered before them, talking and craning their heads over each other to read, as they had in the months before your father disappeared. This again, I thought, and paid them no mind.

         But there were no ensuing protests or marches. Instead the longtang quieted. The neighborhood began to empty. The clutter lining the alleys accumulated a layer of dust, and I saw that it was mostly piles of junk. The clotheslines no longer sagged with clothes, clods of exposed electrical wire hung unconnected and dangling, dusty windows flapped open in the sun. Where had the people gone, the 42ahyis with bags of groceries, the children racing up and down the block, the men coming home from work, all those people I had had to jostle around just to go to the market or the latrine? It seemed that even the stray dogs had wandered away to neighborhoods with fresher garbage.

         On the outer wall of my building was painted a single red word:

         [image: ] (chai)—to tear down, to take apart.

         The word had a red circle around it, with a line slashing across its middle.

         The [image: ]s were painted up and down the longtang. Windows and doors were boarded up. Three rows down, near the southern entrance to the neighborhood, one building had already been reduced to a gap of rubble in the row of houses. In the pile of splintered wood and bricks, partially buried in crumbled cement, were items left over from lives: a pair of pants, a hanger, torn pages of magazines, smashed bowls, broken brooms, and mops. I picked out a fat-bellied buddha and dusted his face with my sleeve. I brought him back to my room and lit three sticks of incense. My window fogged with smoke.

         
             

         

         I SANK INTO a way of living in which forgetting and remembering tumbled around each other, floating me in their midst. I abandoned a linear relationship with time—I forgot about the [image: ]. Days passed quickly and slowly at once. One got comfortable on a stool, and then it took a long time to convince the body to move. An hour disappeared considering whether to open a curtain. If the curtain was opened, it was possible that sunlight would expose how the window needed to be wiped, which then required finding a rag, wringing it out, rubbing it over the glass. After which other things in the room (the stool, the window frame, the bed, the table gods) 43might look dull compared to the newly brightened window, or dirty in the light now barreling in, and have to be wiped clean too. Sometimes the stomach rumbled and food had to be made, which meant deciding what food to make, as well as buying, cleaning, and preparing the food, then storing and cleaning the remainders. Relieving oneself too required time, as well as washing the chamber pot, though there were no more lines at the latrines or sinks. After all that, I wanted nothing more than to sit peacefully on the landing and just be.
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