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​By Way of Introduction
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A drought severe enough to raise the price of water above that of watermelon in a hypothetical Taipei is the premise of the film The Wayward Cloud (2005) by the Taiwan director Tsai Ming-liang. The opening features a porn actor wearing a watermelon shell on his head as he mounts a Japanese porn actress; placing the other half of the fruit between her legs, he pushes his thumb in and out and then fucks it. More startling scenes follow one after the other, alternating with long, tension-charged takes of hallways, pedestrian bridges and empty spaces, punctuated in turn by a set of gaily-costumed musical numbers depicting the man’s repressed fantasy world. People are drinking watermelon juice in lieu of water and the sugar seeping through their pores attracts insects, causing one frantic woman to tear off her shirt and bra in a crowded elevator to get at the bugs on her body.

Meanwhile another female obsessively fills plastic water bottles with watermelon juice and broods over her suitcases (all of Tsai’s characters seem on the verge of full-blown OCD). She may or may not be the same woman the man had met in an earlier fascinating Tsai film, What Time Is It There? (2001), when the same character peddled watches and she took a pointless trip to Paris to escape her loneliness. They restart their acquaintance and struggle to connect amid the throbbing silences and virtual absence of dialogue, as if they were deaf-mutes from different lands. Their desperation is starkly dramatized in the final scene as she watches him from a window while he is being filmed in a porn shoot with the Japanese woman. The private terror they express staring at each other is unlike anything else in cinema—midpoint between Paul Delvaux’s blank women and Edvard Munch’s “The Scream”—before he leaps up and climaxes in her mouth through the window, achieving an unsettling closure to the bizarre film.

Diametrically opposed to such a radical aesthetic is the reigning populism on the Chinese mainland, only a generation removed from socialist realism and equally as insipid. Without oppositional consciousness, there is no alternative cinema. The only audience for the smattering of Chinese art films are the attendees at international film festivals in other countries. Even today nothing survives the flattening process of the distribution steamroller. The last movie of distinction to be made on the mainland was Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1972 documentary on the Cultural Revolution, Chung Kuo (“China”), whom Mao had invited to produce a flattering account of the country. It was, but not in the style of the usual bombastic propaganda. An “Anti-Antonioni” campaign was launched and the bewildered masses rallied by the millions out on the streets, ignorant of the film and the reasons for the latest manufactured national crisis.

Two decades later the first wave of Chinese films tailored for export arrived in the West, led by directors Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige. I recall the buzz about them while teaching in Beijing at the time, instigated by negative reception in the state media to rationalize their initial banning in the PRC. My students, who had seen grainy versions on widely circulated videotapes, tended to parrot this commentary (easy enough to do with no competing viewpoints in the air). And yet, the critique was spot on. Zhang and Chen were rebuked as crass opportunists who catered to the foreign appetite for an exotic and tragic China, the only China the West had ever known, epitomized by the brutal treatment of women under polygamy in Zhang’s Raise the Red Lantern, the degradation of the Cultural Revolution in To Live, or the melodrama of Chen’s Farewell My Concubine. 

The Western construction of China as a land of tragedy favors harrowing and at the same time heartwarming stories of the downtrodden whose inherent goodness stands in inverse proportion to their means, a tradition going back in literature to Pearl S. Buck’s The Good Earth and Lau Shaw’s (Lao She) Rickshaw Boy. When films fail to square with this tragic culture stereotype, they are bypassed, comedies in particular, e.g. Jiang Wen’s delightful In the Heat of the Sun, with the Cultural Revolution as a backdrop, or Feng Xiaogang’s A Sigh, a deft contemporary comedy set in Beijing. US distributors ignored both movies, though they did spark some interest at the Venice and Cairo Film Festivals. Neither movie incidentally was banned in China.

But when present-day Chinese films are not comedies and instead point to realities like class grievances or official corruption, they can be expected to fall afoul of PRC censors and spark the interest of foreign distributors. One film set in present-day China that fulfilled the “repressive China” stereotype and received accolades in the West for its veiled attack on the political status quo was Li Yang’s Blind Shaft, concerning a pair of criminals who conspire to murder a mineworker and then pose as his relatives to make off with the victim’s compensation money. But such films are dead ends. Even trenchant political cinema has dwindling audience appeal in our current era of the Sino-Hollywood historical kung-fu epic blockbuster, exotic China being the safest bet after all.

Literature on China as well is bounded by the parameters of the tragic and the exotic and the sentimental in between, packaging a people as likeable as us if not quite like us, for our consumption in so many wistful titles from a land as distant and poignant as Shangri-La—Wild Swans, Red Azalea, Snow Flower, Oracle Bones, The Bonesetter’s Daughter, The Concubine’s Daughter, Daughter of the River, Daughter of the Bamboo Forest, Peach Blossom Pavilion, Bitter Winds, Tangled Vines, Silent Tears, Waiting, etc. And for something markedly different yet no less exotic: the current vogue for murder mysteries set in China. Good harmless fun.

If only it were good harmless fun. China is fun, but it is not necessarily harmless, as I discovered when writing about real people and experiences here and the distress it causes many Western readers, particularly on the subject of the Chinese having sex, or having sex with foreigners (unless safely tucked away in a historical romance). It’s not so much a problem of the act as one of decorum. As cultural theorists have long known, going back to Edward Said’s Orientalism, our books about China (and Chinese-authored books selected for translation) are less concerned with the locale itself than with our own unsettled preoccupations and anxieties. Writings by and about the East are borrowed instruments of Western pathos, indictments in the name of political correctness, disposal units for our sexual garbage—anything but an honest engagement with the Other.

To attempt to write of the country free of the stereotype, one must start with the lived experience of the place, the texture of things. Here one begins to see that it is different, though not always in the ways one had expected. Run your hand along the surfaces of China and you will feel the difference. Go to almost any other place—Taiwan, Japan, South Korea—and notice the build quality of those underground temples known as subway stations, for example, fated to outlast all other urban structures. Contrast to the brand-new metro stations in China, which soon need rebuilding because shady contractors adulterate the cement with dirt and rain flows through the ceiling or the station collapses before it’s finished. Even where corruption is prevented, developers ensure that the lifetime of high-rise residential and office buildings is no more than 25-30 years so they can knock them down and build new ones. The ubiquitous mottled glass and blackened chrome, the dust and discoloration forming on shiny surfaces; the sidewalks made by laying bricks on a bed of sand and re-laying them when people start tripping or twisting their ankles on the craggy pavement. Everything seems to be crumbling and falling apart before your eyes, as if you’re in a Philip K. Dick novel, racing to keep ahead of the reality disintegrating around you.

Friendship is similarly fragile in texture. People pop in and out of your life with the abruptness of a TV cartoon show (though you can always pretend you’re friends, and is there all that much difference anyway between real and feigned friendship?). It’s been observed the Chinese have affairs, break up and divorce more readily and with less fanfare than people in other countries. Planning obsolescence into relationships makes good business sense if it speeds life up and disburdens it of existential guilt or spiritual crisis. Not that they are incapable of crafting lifelong friendship and building things to last; they attain the highest quality standards when it suits them. Planned obsolescence is not inferior workmanship but one of a precise and calibrated kind. Consider the larger project: the nation’s wish to transform itself into a big cellphone. To accomplish this, everything must be provisional and replaceable. Only the country that is continuously able to update itself achieves the modular integration of parts required to synchronize the whole. Sentimental attachment to antiquated structures and formats only gets in the way of reproduction and interferes with the fresh imperative not just to reinvent tradition but to replace it.

Problems arise, however, when carried out on such a massive scale. An entire country in perpetual motion must keep accelerating to maintain balance and momentum. Will destabilizing forces cause the huge contraption to explode or implode in a mountain of rubble like a big “tofu school” (referring to the collapse of so many schools in the Sichuan earthquake of 2008)? Or will China find its groove, master itself and grow so powerful it takes over everything, dismantles the world’s sovereign states and converts them into Special Economic Zone slave colonies to increase its wealth exponentially and become the most prosperous empire in human history? The fact things could go either way and no one has the slightest clue what will happen makes China, I believe, the most exciting place to live in and write about today.

I adopt the tale rather than the short story as my literary medium for a number of reasons. Words undergo semantic change. The “short story” means something quite different to younger people these days than it does to the dwindling genteel readership familiar with the term that is now dying off and will be replaced in due time. The younger generation is liable to think a short story is a short news story. The distinction between fiction and nonfiction too is blurring, increasingly tripping up even well known writers, who confuse rhetoric with veracity when it’s all rhetoric anyway and are then accused of plagiarism. Meanwhile publishing houses and authors hire researchers to get the facts straight in novels replete with footnotes. I suppose things will resolve themselves and the distinction finally cease to be operative. In a sense, this will come as a relief—when novels are no longer labeled as such on the front cover or classified as fiction on the back, as it no longer matters (though new vital categories may take their place). 

For my part and for the sake of clarity, I insist on certain distinctions. I maintain the traditional division between fiction and nonfiction while allowing for flexibility. My stories are fiction. Some are freshly fashioned creations while remaining plausible in the context of current China and congruent with the lived experience of this country. Other stories actually happened, to me or to other people, quite as I’ve written them down. My prerogative as a fiction writer is to take certain liberties and make final adjustments for effect and color, a touch here, a touch there. And you don’t need to know anyone’s real name, or the exact locales, or that two similar events or people were combined into one for dramatic effect.

This is where the tale becomes useful as a fresh vehicle for modern storytelling. By “tale,” I guess most understand the fairytale, an old story or legend of no clear provenance or authorship and belonging to a culture’s collective consciousness, except where a later author retells a tale in an unforgettable way, merging imaginative literature with tradition. Or an author becomes famous from tales created out of whole cloth (Washington Irving’s Tales of a Traveller, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Twice-Told Tales, Edgar Allen Poe’s Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque). Most works of short fiction in the nineteenth century were called tales in fact, until at some point in the modern era the distinction between “tale” and “story” (later the “short story”) stuck. Today, in a curious reversal, the latter, a genre already with a long pedigree and stylistic constraints worked up to the point of becoming impediments to be skirted, ritually appears in literary magazines before being slated for binding into a collection, while the tale seems to be something of the past, almost trivial and now marketed to children or grandparents.

Though the tale may be indistinguishable from the short story in terms of length, structure or content, its purpose is different. Unlike a finished literary piece crafted and polished to invite critical admiration or inclusion in a prize-winning anthology, the tale aspires not to rereading but rather to retelling, orally or by another’s pen. Short story authors would be aghast at the knowledge of anyone tampering with or otherwise trying to plagiarize their precious creations. The writer of tales hopes precisely for such an outcome, for the tale to get passed on casually and through this oral alchemy transformed into the gold of anonymity, stripped to its essentials so that people can own it as their own, without the slightest concern of who the author may be, since its very strangeness obscures the author, just as Tsai Ming-liang's creations remain lodged in the brain long after the viewer remembers his name.                        

I. C., Beijing, 2014
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​The Persistent
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When one gets involved with women of the obsessive variety

There’s an old piece of lore that you can get your way with any woman by being persistent. “Just keep on trying” was the regular advice I received to help me along the Sisyphean task of getting female classmates in bed back in high school. In China they prosecute this advice more rigorously than we do, as I have learned from numerous encounters with Chinese women applying the same on me. It has to do, I believe, with the quantitative rather than qualitative mindset endemic to the culture: the more of something the better. We would call it banging your head against the wall. From their standpoint, the incessant bam, bam, bam works because people are softer than walls; they inevitably crumble if you wear them down long enough. It’s also understood that with such a huge population scrambling for fewer resources, hammering away at something is often the only way.

Grace never succeeded with me, a particularly hard-hearted and jaded foreign male, wiser in years or at least more resistant than most to pressure and therefore not the best candidate for this approach. But not for lack of trying. We met as fellow patients in a Beijing hospital. On evening walks around the grounds I began to notice, several weeks into my sojourn, the burning eyes of a woman walking past in the opposite direction, piercing me through the darkness like a cat’s. A few more nights later, we stopped and talked.

The next day after lunch she visited my hospital room bearing an elaborate platter of fresh fruit. She returned in the evening and sat down in the armchair at the side of my bed, while I sat up directly across from her. She had made herself up as a visitor rather than a patient, quite the elegant lady in a white blouse, business skirt and nylons and bunned-up hair. She took off her shoes. The armchair was close enough to the bed that we were able to wedge our feet under each other’s thighs. I could see she was breathing quickly. My elderly roommate had returned. If he was curious as to what I was up to, the height of the bed blocked our footsying from his view. I told her to come back again the next day after lunch, as he was regularly out at that time.

I was lying on the bed in hospital pajamas when she arrived. I asked her to come closer and massage me. She gave my chest one or two swipes of her hand before reaching for my cock. She took it out and was about to put it in her mouth when she noticed the medicine window that opened onto the hallway—and the sharp eyes of any nurse who might be passing by. Not that what we were doing was in violation of any rules—decorum, to be sure, but as for rules and laws, they don’t exist in China unless there is a need to apply them. A nurse who happened to catch sight of us would likely have left it alone and saved the gossip for later. We moved into the room’s toilet and locked the door. She straddled me on the seat, which I discovered to serve more than adequately as a lovemaking device. We soon finished and were back in place.

She was discharged a few days before me and at once set about finalizing divorce proceedings she claimed she had begun before her hospitalization. I hoped the process wasn’t being sped up for my sake, a scenario guaranteed to set off alarm bells, no matter how gorgeous the woman. Grace was not exactly gorgeous but passable enough on closer inspection—shimmering black hair, smooth swarthy complexion, big cuddly eyes but a figure rather too dainty for my tastes; mid thirties with a job in a bank, from Anhui Province.

Now, when I hear “Anhui” I think: countryside (credit Deng Xiaoping for the stereotype after singling out the penurious province for poster treatment), with more than its share of females clawing their way out of the economic barrel. I think: prostitute, which while she clearly wasn’t, some of the finest whores, the most creatively entrepreneurial whores I ever met, have hailed from Anhui. Nor did she seem to be a gold digger. I was confident she was financially secure, even middle class, suppressing any open propensity to materialistic gain amidst her country’s current paroxysm of greed, for the telltale reason her month-long hospital stay hadn’t gotten her fired from her job. It was simply a matter of her being into me, I suppose, whom she hardly knew of course, but sheer hormonal compatibility is always its own justification. I was attracted enough to sleep with her once or twice.

I succumbed to her pleas and let her come over for a final mercy fuck. A week later, she announced with excitement she was now divorced. She invited me over to the new home she had just bought in the suburbs. Expecting the usual gloomy Spartan interior, bare cement floor and tacky furnishings of so many Chinese homes, I was pleasantly surprised. The residential complex appeared and felt solid looking, and the apartment small but clean and judiciously decorated, with plush brown bedding covering a modest queen-sized bed (kings being preferred by the tasteless). And much to her credit, there were no blown-up framed studio portraits of herself on the walls, plastic china in the cabinets or stuffed animals and other clutter.

Still, it wasn’t going to work. She was a normal person, her life organized around the television set; I was an eccentric and intellectual, my life structured around the book. We were not even of different species; we were of different orders. We consume them. TV people in their harlequin frippery are stuck in the books book people read. After settling down together, we could only ever be implacable enemies.

As soon as I forgot about her, she sprang into action. When I ignored her messages, she called nonstop, before notifying me in a highly annoying text message one night that she was on her way over.

Now, nobody invites oneself over without the host’s assent. It’s a question of politeness of the most momentous sort, and it must be framed thus, in the form of an interrogative or a hedge: “When will you be free?” or “Can I visit you tonight?” I told her it was impossible to see her that night. I didn’t mention, as a matter of principle, that I happened to be with a female guest.

“I want to see you, and I’m coming over.”

“No, not tonight!”

“I’ve already left my apartment and I’m heading for the subway. I’ll be there in an hour and a half.”

This was crossing the line. My blood began to boil. She would be the latest addition to the list—referring to the string of female nutcases I had the talent of accumulating over the years in China. They fell into different categories, and I wasn’t yet sure where to place Grace. She didn’t belong to the basket-case variety, like the bipolar Lulu, who in one of her lighter moments had squeezed herself into a cupboard while I was out and attached post-it notes all over my apartment with clues to finding her; in a darker moment had copied the addresses of a mass email I had sent out to my circle of predominantly female friends to warn them to stay away from me.

Nor was she schizophrenic, like Angela, mild and gentle as a lamb but soon to wind up back in the psychiatric ward, texting me fragmented messages like “here,” “birthday,” “I’m,” and “there was.” Her parents even contacted me asking if I could visit her there and do something, anything to help. (If you’re wondering about the English names, they’re adopted by the Chinese as pseudonyms of a sort.)

“Only five more stops to Wukesong,” Grace texted me again, referring to my subway station.

There was Sylvia, whose nervousness—labeled “hysteria” in an earlier era—became apparent on Day Two after sex, when she followed me after work and refused to release me from our first “serious” talk lasting hours out on the street, during the course of which she tugged and yanked all the tape off her bicycle handlebar. Following turned into stalking, and to extend our stays whenever I granted her some time, she would pretend to faint and collapse, again making a scene out in public and leaving me with little choice but to come to her rescue.

There was Kathy, whose advanced case of virginity complex at thirty—she couldn’t relax her vaginal muscles to let a penis inside—compelled her to adopt, appropriately enough, the persona of a six-year old, in her one-piece lace dresses, white socks, and ribbons in her hair. She too was a stalker, peering through the curtains outside my first-floor bedroom window at night, until I had to have her removed by campus security.

“I’m getting out of the subway and will catch a pedicab to your apartment. See you in ten minutes.”

And then we have the painful intensity of unmarried women in their later thirties or forties, normally kept in check by what should be a growing capacity for dignity and poise, unless you do something to upset it. Nicky, introduced to me by a friend who wanted to get her off his hands, initially seemed to be of the saner brand, until I made a cultural gaffe. It all took place during our first date. She mentioned a penchant for socializing in bathhouses with her female friends. This fired me up and I invited her to one nearby after dinner. We gave each other massages in a rented room and slipped embarrassingly into sex. I also hadn’t planned on the extra expense, and the next morning I asked if she’d be willing to split the tab. While at first she didn’t protest, her disappointment at my losing her face grew apparent when days later she unleashed a hate-filled diarrheic invective on my telephone answering machine that went on for weeks. Thank god she didn’t know my address. The messages were so incoherent—involving Nazis and the eye on the pyramid on the US dollar bill—I didn’t see how anyone could go on like that without winding up in a straitjacket. A friend suggested that if it was only about money I should just deposit the bathhouse fee into her bank account to restore her face. Sure enough, it worked and I never heard from her again.

By now you might suspect something about my own personality is to blame or I emit some kind of radio frequency all these women are tuning into. Perhaps. Yet foreign men in this country do tend to attract the psychos of the female population, who have nobody else to turn to after their stern reception by the parents of vulnerable Chinese males. This is not necessarily a bad thing; I’ve long found the most intriguing people are the mildly unhinged. Grace was one of these minor psychos, even-keeled and adept at keeping her cool. She never once showed the slightest sign of anger or impatience with me, nor resorted to the tiresome feminine wiles of deception and obfuscation in devising love traps. She was unequivocal in her intentions and refreshingly straightforward.

“I’m now in the elevator on the way up.”

I told my companion I had some momentary business and dashed out to meet Grace in the corridor before she could get to my door. She put up no resistance when I grabbed her by the arm—which I came very close to twisting out of its socket—and escorted her back down to the street and the fifteen-minute walk to the subway station. She left but her text messages thereafter increased geometrically, virally, with hundreds following over the next several days. Once again another trip to the China Mobile office to change my cellphone number.

Cut to four years later. The English Department where I was now teaching informed me one day that a woman had left her contact information for me. The secretary had confirmed to her I was indeed employed there and gave her my number, which they were not allowed to do. But she was new and didn’t know the rules, while Grace had found out about my new job from my previous school. The secretary also revealed where I lived—the foreign guesthouse on campus. The receptionists there confirmed as well that a woman fitting Grace’s description had come looking for me, except that she was not slim but fat and seemingly pregnant.

By now the phone calls and text messages started rolling in and, ever transparent, she told me her new story. She had gotten involved with a man from her home province over the past two years who had promised the world only to abandon her after knocking her up, whereupon she came up with the bright idea of marrying me and bringing up “our” baby back in America in a nice lovely family. I wasn’t enamored of this fairy tale and told her I now had a girlfriend and we were in fact engaged. She said she didn’t believe me and would be on her way over again in the evening.

I warned the receptionists the woman was due back at seven o’clock and not to let her in; she was a mental case and stalker who had been abandoned by another man and it had nothing to do with me. For their part they now had their juiciest gossip in years, and the woman they had to assume I had gotten pregnant would be back for the denouement in a few hours.

When my girlfriend (who thankfully believed my account) and I arrived back at the guesthouse after dinner, Grace was waiting in the lobby. I glanced at her, now indeed in late-stage pregnancy. We ignored her. Not being allowed into my apartment, she eventually left. Hundreds of text messages followed, including demands I wire a certain sum of funds into her bank account. Days later I got a frantic message from her that she was in labor and needed help getting to the hospital. A week later, she delivered a gift for me while I was out—a Tissot Swiss watch. I had had enough and took the step of contacting the district police, a measure I knew would have zero effect: they must hear thousands of such complaints everyday and we’re all so much tiresome static.

One day after several weeks of hopeful silence, the receptionists informed me that Grace had paid a visit and had left a huoji for me. The word was out of place and failed to register. “A what?”

“Huo ji,” they reiterated, placing a styrofoam box on the counter. I lifted the lid and saw a dark mass of rustling feathers inside.

“Get it out of here!” I shouted and stepped back in disgust. “I have no use for a live chicken. Do anything you want with it but get it out of my sight!”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​The Exact Unknown



[image: ]




A casual affair with a student engenders inexplicable difficulties

As darkness fell the lantern’s glow opened up like naked legs. Jingfang had clearly not come to my office for business. She was hanging out. Usually they don’t start stopping by till later in the semester, after enough time to size me up in class, but it was only the third week. Okay, let’s draw her out a bit. “I gotta go. How about lunch tomorrow at the Friendship Hotel?”

“Sure.”

The famous Friendship Hotel was where the Chinese Government first housed its enemies, namely foreigners, who were needed for their technical know-how in the early decades after 1949. The Soviets helped build the massive complex. After the Opening Up in the 1980s, foreigners in Beijing grew too numerous to confine to one place and were allowed to settle in designated compounds elsewhere in the city, and in the case of teachers, on campuses in foreign guesthouses. Meanwhile the Friendship Hotel turned over most of its space to tourists, while a few businesses and schools, including mine, housed us in the Park of Elegance, the remaining compound for us “Foreign Experts.”

I took her to a restaurant that served discounted Western dinners in the compound’s Friendship Palace nearby.

“Shall we go?” I said as we finished up.

“Go where?”

“To my place, of course.”

“Okay,” she answered with hesitant surprise. 

We detoured on the way to a shop in the huge building selling liquor. I picked out a bottle of Chinese vodka; it’s hard to screw up vodka and Chinese vodka was actually not that bad. Winking at her, I said, “We can have a drink.”

We sauntered past the registration office and up the stairs to my room on the second floor. The service staff had been lax about things lately and tended not to be present for registering domestic guests, as normally required. My old-school Chinese living room was furnished with two upholstered chairs rather than a sofa, which I had angled towards each other for more intimacy—couples being expected to sit politely side by side. I stuck the vodka in the freezer, and we settled down to chat.

A bright and curious student, Jingfang was pleasant enough company, but after an hour the conversation began to flag. She was showing no signs of wanting to leave, slumped in her chair rather than perched on the edge of the seat like the more timid variety of female guest. The afternoon needed injecting with purpose. “Have you ever had a vodka massage?”

“What’s that?”

“A massage using vodka rather than oil. Would you like one?”

She laughed and said nothing.

“C’mon,” I gestured. We went into my bedroom. It was furnished with two twin beds instead of a single large bed—again, the dour assumption that even at bedtime couples should retain their politeness. “You’ll have to take off your clothes.”

“All of them?”

“Yes, all of them.”

I removed the silk comforter from one of the beds and invited her to lie down on the sheet. She lay face down without taking off her clothes. I pulled off her shirt for her, released her bra, and loosened her pants partway down. I got on top of her and dry massaged her for a few minutes until she was more relaxed. Her fingers curled around my calves.

“Hold on,” I said, as I jumped up to grab the vodka out of the refrigerator. It was ice cold by now. Vodka doesn’t freeze but only becomes viscous, the perfect lubricant for vigorous erotic massage. I peeled away the rest of her clothing, opened the bottle and emptied half of it onto her back. She screamed and jumped up. I poured the rest onto her front and furiously spread its contents over her body. The heady fumes from the alcohol knocked her out of breath.

“What are you doing!” she gasped. As the cold went away, she burst into laughter. “It stings.” She held her legs tight together. “I’m a virgin.”

“You’re already a college senior and still a virgin? Oh, boy. Somehow I thought you wouldn’t be.” I sat on the edge of the bed and sighed. Here we go again. “So that means we have to perform the operation?”

“Don’t frighten me.”

“Not today. Give yourself time to think over the importance of your purity.”

“Yeah, I suppose.”

It was now dark and we relaxed in bed with some beer. After a silence she said, “I like your music. What is it?”

“Turkish gypsy music. Before that it was Egyptian. You know, I have to tell you something. I sleep with a lot of women.”

“I don’t care.”

The next day my phone rang. “Can you talk now?”

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“Something very strange happened. A man called and said he had a video of me having sex. He wanted me to do the same thing with him.”
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