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Wei Hui is the daughter of an army officer and spent three years of her childhood living in an army-occupied temple from which monks had been expelled during the chaos of the Cultural Revolution. She studied literature at the prestigious Fudan University in Shanghai.


First championed by the state media as a rising star of her generation, Wei Hui is now dubbed ‘decadent, debauched and a slave of foreign culture.’ Shanghai Baby was banned by the authorities in April 2000 and 40,000 copies were publicly burned, serving only to fan the flames of the author’s cult status. Wei Hui calls the novel a semi-autobiographical account of her spiritual and sexual awakening. ‘I grew up in a very strict family. My first year of college was spent in military training. What happened after that was natural. I rebelled. I went wild. That’s what I wrote about.’


Wei Hui (pronounced Way-Way) has written five previous books and lives in Shanghai.




‘Shanghai Baby possesses . . . beauty and rhythm, but it’s younger and more decadent . . . a new literary personality has entered the scene, and a new kind of urban novel has been born in China. Shanghai Baby is beautifully written, and the young author clearly combines the qualities of natural feeling for writing with intelligence.’


Jianying Zha, author of China Pop


‘China’s most popular writer . . . one of the first in China to portray Wei Hui’s generation of urban women, born in the 1970s, as they search for moral grounding in a country of shifting values . . . Wei Hui sees herself a feminist helping her generation of women understand themselves.’


Craig S. Smith, New York Times


‘Steamy, contemporary and Western in style. It tackles the battle between love and passion in a semi-autobiographical work that looks terrific.’


Sarah Broadhurst, The Bookseller
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Return to Shanghai


At fifteen, I had my mind bent on learning. At thirty, I stood firm.


At forty, I had no doubts. At fifty, I knew the decrees of heaven.


At sixty, my ear was an obedient organ for the reception of truth.


At seventy, I could follow what my heart desired, without
transgressing what was right.


Confucius, Analects (as translated by Arthur Waley)


Just being in a room with myself is more stimulation than I can bear.
Kate Braverman


 


Shanghai – Autumn


I


n the first few days after returning from New York to Shanghai, my head was spinning. I was utterly exhausted, but I couldn’t get to sleep at night, and during the day I couldn’t stay awake.


I had no idea whether I could be happy again, which way to turn, or if I could ever face the world with wise and fearless eyes. I didn’t know whether Muju still loved me, or whether I wanted to have a child with him. I didn’t know whether the dense layers of moss that had so covered up the tracks of my memory meant that I would never be able to turn back and run.


Shanghai hadn’t changed. It was still wild with ambition, speeding headlong down the road to capitalism. It was more hectic than New York – the noisiest and the most bewildering place in the world.


The city had long ago earned a name for glitter and romance. Now its practical and crude sides had begun to show. It seemed that everyone had a get-rich-quick scheme, everyone was hurrying to catch the last train to fame and fortune. Everything was in flux, unpredictable; a crazy rush caught up in a great hallucination. It was exciting, but it left me reeling.


The second week after I got back, I started smoking again, and drinking, and swallowing sedatives one after the other in the bathroom. The toxins Muju had helped me expel when I was in New York entered my body all over again. But instead of bringing the sense of security and comfort I’d hoped for, they just offered a moment of anaesthetic blankness in which I could catch my breath.


Upon returning to my city, I’d returned to my former habits as well. It seemed I had once again become a bouquet of tranquillized narcissis.


I spent the entire first week holed up in my flat, an old French-style colonial. I had a local restaurant deliver meals at regular intervals and left the answering machine on to field calls from my father, who had taken a teaching position in Singapore, and my mother, who’d accompanied him; and from my friend Xi’er, my cousin Zhu Sha, my agent, and a host of other people (some of whom I knew and some whom I didn’t). Everyone was trying to reach me.


Everyone except Muju, that is. I kept waiting for his call.


During occasional moments of lucidity, I had to marvel at my own incredible persistence when it came to Muju. You could call it love, perhaps, or maybe you could call it my way of making atonement.


Xi’er called again and again. ‘Hi, Shanghai Princess, there’s a party tonight. They’re calling it ‘Sex in the City’, and everyone’s expecting to see you there.’


‘Hey, it’s me. Wanna go shopping? Plaza 66 is having a sale.’


‘Coco, for the last time pick up the phone! Or I swear I’m not calling you again . . .’


‘God, you haven’t changed a bit. No, I take that back. Your temper is even worse than before. What’s all this pretending to be a hermit? Let’s have dinner together tonight. I’ll drive by and pick you up in front of your building at seven o’clock. And if you’re late I’m leaving without you!’


Xi’er’s personality reminded me a bit of my old friend Madonna, although Xi’er was more likeable.


After I had left Shanghai, Madonna got into trouble for using her contacts with city officials and customs agents to smuggle Mercedes, BMWs and other luxury cars into China. When the police issued a warrant for her arrest, she went into hiding and seemed to disappear without a trace. Last I’d heard there was still no news of her.


From prostitute to wealthy widow, from Shanghai socialite to wanted criminal, Madonna’s sombre beauty remained fixed deep in my memory like a scar.


As for Xi’er, I’d known her even longer than I had Madonna. We first met ten years ago, when she was still a pale, delicately built young boy suffering from the twin torments of adolescent acne and the male sexual organ between her legs, the periodic eruption of both of which threatened to drive her to the brink of collapse.


But three years ago when I ran into her again, she seemed reborn, like a butterfly emerging at last from its chrysalis. The adolescent acne on her face and the organ between her legs had both disappeared. She had acquired an ample chest, her two round breasts shaped perfectly to roll right into the palm of one’s hand, graceful and voluptuous, sexy and alluring, like ripe fruit surrendering to the seduction of gravity.


Thankfully Xi’er had been born without a prominent Adam’s apple. Whether walking down the street or hanging out at a nightclub, dressed provocatively and meticulously made-up, she managed to attract even more admiring glances from men than I did.


That night, she arrived promptly in her little green Volkswagen Beetle to pick me up.


I had finally changed out of my filthy pyjamas, taken a shower, and put on a white sleeveless dress. I wore no make-up, going downstairs with my face unadorned.


When I appeared, Xi’er shrieked and gave me a big hug. ‘You awful thing . . . what would you do without me? How could you ever survive without me?’


I took a deep breath. She was right. Eccentric and fragile creature that I was, I’d never survive for long without understanding friends. ‘I missed you,’ I said simply.


We stood there for a while, the two of us, laughing and hugging, touching, sizing each other up and trading compliments like ‘You just seem to get more and more beautiful!’


When good girlfriends get together, time seems to stand still. We start to giggle, our postures growing more relaxed and our bodies soften like warm toffee. It’s a different feeling from a date with a man.


We had dinner at her restaurant.


It was called Shanghai l933, and doubled as a tearoom. It was decorated with pale green bamboo, crinkly paper lanterns, delicately wrought birdcages, and antique furniture from all over China and Southeast Asia, arranged appropriately throughout the restaurant. Floor-length gauze curtains swayed softly in the breeze, and the low strains of popular Shanghai songs from the 1930s played on an old gramophone. The whole place was permeated with the tasteful, slightly morbid air of its owner.


Even the paper towels in the bathroom were decorated with Chinese ink-brush paintings, paintings that Xi’er had designed herself.


Before opening the restaurant, Xi’er had been a painter, and a fairly successful one at that. The New York Times, Asahi Shimbun, Stern and the BBC all did features on her – not because her paintings were especially extraordinary, necessarily, but because she was the first person in post-liberation China to have had a sex change. She was famous at first for speaking publicly about it, but after that she was simply famous for being famous. She could command high prices for her paintings, afford luxurious, extravagant clothes and jewellery and get into all of the trendiest clubs in Shanghai.


When she got tired of painting, Xi’er decided to open an expensive restaurant. At Shanghai 1933, a bowl of Shanghai wontons was 125 yuan ($15), and a cup of green tea 150 yuan ($20). No one else in Shanghai would have dared charge such prices. Every evening there was a queue. That’s Shanghai; anything is possible. Places spring up overnight and disappear just as quickly.


Every night when Xi’er arrived at the restaurant, impeccably dressed and made-up, she would spend her time shuttling between the guests, the kitchen and the cash register, dazzling everyone with her agility and shrewd business sense. Before long, she’d earned herself a nickname: ‘The Cut-throat Concubine’.


We sat down in a quiet corner, and I took out the presents I’d brought Xi’er from New York: several pornographic magazines featuring nude men. Xi’er took one look at them and laughed, thanking me with a kiss. These days, Shanghai had everything, but technically speaking this kind of magazine was still illegal.


I ordered the grilled salmon, spring rolls with duck, braised tofu and vegetable soup, and Xi’er had the waiter bring over a bottle of red wine.


‘A year ago I’d never have guessed it would just be us two girls sitting here, having dinner on our own,’ I said, lighting a cigarette.


‘What’s wrong with that? At least with no men around, we can have some peace and quiet.’ Xi’er instructed the waiter to pour the wine into a glass carafe and set it aside for a while to breathe. ‘There are more single girls in Shanghai than ever, and they have a lot of buying power. Most people who come to my restaurant are either groups of single girls or groups of gay men. Of course there are always the fat, balding perverts who get corner seats so they can fondle their nubile companions.’


I laughed. Xi’er and I always seemed to laugh a lot when we were together.


Of course it wasn’t all laughs. Sometimes she would barge into my house in the middle of the night and sprawl on the couch in the living room, weeping bitterly – like so many spoiled peaches because she didn’t have a man who truly loved her. She’d nearly died on the operating table and her parents still refused to see her, but after all her trouble becoming a woman she had suddenly lost her confidence in men. Instead she discovered their insincerity, their selfish indifference, and all kinds of other laughable and repugnant qualities. Men, she complained, were filthy animals. They thought with their dicks and not with their brains. Anyone in the world with a dick should be shot.


Presumably she was quite sincere about this. She had cut off her own dick after all.


We loved each other like sisters, a love we didn’t really understand. We didn’t know why we liked each other so much. Perhaps it was just that we drew comfort from each other’s existence; it allowed us to forgive ourselves because there was someone else even weaker and more confused.


We would argue too, sometimes not speaking for a month at a time. We never particularly liked each other’s boyfriends, often cautioning each other, ‘He’s just not good enough for you, you’re wearing silk embroidered with pearls before swine, it’s totally not worth it.’ But to no avail, for sometimes when a woman makes love with a pig it’s to punish herself, and later rise like a phoenix from the ashes. For women, this is a kind of self-improvement.


We laughed a lot, drank good wine, smoked cigarettes and ate delicacies: a lovely meal together. We hadn’t discussed the men in our lives.


Xi’er obviously knew from my latest e-mail that Muju and I had got to a difficult place. And as for her, I knew that she’d been lonely for a while now, that she was famous for her sex change, and that men only occasinally wanted her for a one-night stand. Since breaking up with a Swedish guy six months ago, it seemed she’d never date again.


When I still didn’t feel like going home after dinner, she suggested going for a foot-massage at a parlour she frequented on Fuxing Road.


‘Don’t take your Beetle – let’s call a taxi. You’re too drunk.’ I bit my lip and laughed, languid and heavy-eyed. I was drunk too.


We sat in the taxi, me clutching two wine glasses, Xi’er wielding a bottle of decent wine from the 1990s. It was her habit, she told me, to get a foot-massage while sipping red wine. She said she found it ten times more decadent than an orgasm. It was how she consoled herself when she craved sex and just met frustration.


Sunk into the plush cushions of the sofa at the massage parlour, in the dim lamplight and amidst the calming music, I could hear the faint sound of a client snoring.


Xi’er generously gave me a young male masseur that she often used, so that I could experience his outstanding technique for myself. Then she found herself a girl.


We sat down next to each other, taking turns pouring wine into each other’s glasses. Instead of laughing as we did in the restaurant, we fell into a languorous reverie. After soaking in herb-infused water for ten minutes our feet were rubbed gently dry. One foot was then wrapped in a towel and rested on a small stool, while the other foot was placed on the warm knees of the masseur.


Then a pair of hands proceeded to rub the acupressure points on the sole of my foot, pinching, pushing, pressing and kneading. I love the indescribable feeling of having someone rub my feet and head so much that sometimes, when I’m down, I’ll even visit beauty parlours or shoeshops just for the sublime comfort of having someone touch my head or feet. It’s a kind of comfort for which men and cigarettes are no substitute.


A jet of heat throbbed lightly up my thighs as the young masseur adjusted his pressure and shifted acupressure points, and the towel that rested on my legs inched towards my waist. My womb grew warm and my vagina swelled with blood, just as it did with the rhythmic stroke of a penis when making love. Every cell of my body sighed, trembling, and I could picture the rose-petal of red between my legs as it slowly began to contract and unfold. Gorgeous and shocking.


Fine red wine was the perfect complement to such pleasure. I thought of what Xi’er had said: a foot-massage with wine was ten times more decadent than an orgasm.


We drank the wine sip by sip, relaxing our eyes, completely enslaved by the hands at our feet.
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Sex and Escape


Free from desire, you realize the mystery. Caught in desire,
you see only the manifestations.
Lao-tzu


Perhaps man invented fire, but women invented how to play with fire.
Candace Bergen, Sex and the City


 


The next morning I awoke to the sound of birds.


The air was fragrant with osmanthus, roasted chestnuts, petrol, and the scent of stir-fry from the street-side restaurants – all the usual smells of a morning in Shanghai. I opened my eyes slowly. Although the bedroom curtains blocked most of the light, I could already tell it was going to be a beautiful day outside.


When I turned my head, I discovered with a shock that I wasn’t alone in bed. Lying next to me was a boy. He seemed to be sleeping peacefully. On that giant ice-skating rink of a bed, he looked especially delicate, youthful and fragile.


It took me a moment to recognize him as the young man who’d given me a foot-massage the night before.


I took a deep breath to clear my head. God, I had no idea how I’d got home last night. Had I raped him, or had he raped me? Or was it mutual? Try as I might, I couldn’t remember a single thing about the night before.


He was waking up too. To alleviate some of the awkwardness, I went into the kitchen to make breakfast. He followed me into the kitchen, and I was relieved to note that he had at least thrown on a t-shirt and a pair of jeans.


‘How’s cereal and milk? Oh, looks like I’ve got some eggs too.’ I tried to keep my voice perfectly neutral, so that I sounded neither happy nor unhappy. In fact, however, I was terribly confused. After all, how often do you wake up to find a complete stranger lying next to you, along with two used condoms and a mound of tissues scattered over the carpet? And why two condoms, I wondered, instead of just one?


We sat down together at the breakfast table. The boy helped me cut some melon into slices. Neither of us spoke.


I wasn’t sure why I didn’t just ask him to leave. I was even making him breakfast. Damn. Even when I was alone, I usually didn’t go to the trouble of making breakfast. In fact, one of the reasons that things had cooled down between Muju and me was that I didn’t enjoy cooking, while Muju was a bit of a gourmet. Whenever we discussed cooking we always wound up arguing about feminism and post-feminism, topics about which we never agreed. Once, Muju’s ex-wife even came to the apartment that he and I shared and instructed me in cooking, housekeeping and finding the hidden beauty and Zen within my kitchen. Drop-dead beautiful and voluptuous, with a full head of blonde hair and two children by her wealthy current husband, she seemed happy to spend a quarter of her time in the kitchen. Any woman who wasn’t good in the kitchen, she’d advised me, was a failure.


As I thought of Muju, I suddenly grew very uncomfortable. I couldn’t help but wish the young man in my kitchen would just disappear. Maybe the floor would open up and swallow him.


I couldn’t bring myself to think that Muju and I were really finished. I’d come back to Shanghai to work on my new book, but it was becoming apparent that he and I needed some time to let our feelings cool down before deciding whether to continue as lovers or just become friends. I hadn’t been back in Shanghai two weeks and already I’d had a man spend the night in my bed. I couldn’t stop feeling I’d betrayed Muju.


I was reminded of China in the old days, when a widow had to wait three years after her husband’s death before she could remarry. Of course, I wasn’t Muju’s widow; for all I knew, I wasn’t even his lover any more But that wasn’t the issue. The issue was that I was still in love with him – deeply.


Without Muju by my side, I became nothing more than an exquisite corpse pining for his love, a body adrift on the sea, bobbing in the waves, numb and unfeeling, in a world that no longer existed . . .


Indulging with the strange boy last night might have been a way of punishing myself – punishing myself for loving Muju too deeply. By the time you love a certain person or thing that deeply, you’ve probably already lost them.


Restless and uneasy, I paced around the kitchen and smoked. I had no appetite for breakfast. I watched as the boy buried his face in the enormous bowl and shovelled cereal into his mouth. A faint milk moustache on his upper lip made him look even more childlike.


At last he seemed ready to leave. I breathed a sigh of relief. As we stood at the door, I asked him casually, ‘How old are you, anyway?’


‘Fifteen.’ He flashed an easygoing and supremely unconcerned grin, draped his coat over his shoulders and galloped down the stairs. I heard the clatter of his footsteps on the way down, and then he was gone.


I stood there for a moment, my hair a mess, wearing only a flimsy robe I’d thrown on, the smell of sex still hanging in the air around me, smoking my cigarette and staring at the empty staircase. God, he was only fifteen. I’d taken a fifteen-year-old to bed!


Later when I talked to Xi’er on the phone, she chuckled mischievously and asked, ‘So, how was it? A taste of fifteen – could be worse, no?’


I sighed and shook my head. Finally, unable to contain it any longer, I laughed. ‘He looked about twenty-one, don’t you think?’ I said. ‘Or at the very least twenty.’


After that, I somehow muddled through another week in Shanghai, a city bursting with noise and economic fever, a city that seemed to inspire in me so much lust.


The living room, bathroom and even the space beside my pillow still bore many traces of Muju. Before leaving New York, I’d stolen a few things from his apartment: an old toothbrush, several locks of hair I’d collected from his bathroom floor, a pair of unwashed Calvin Klein briefs, a fuzzy velvet peach, an old snapshot of Muju when he was in college.


And of course there was the large pile of cards that I’d saved, as well as all the little notes we’d written to each other, ticket stubs from concerts we’d seen together, plane tickets from trips we’d taken together, cards from restaurants where we’d dined together, and a small collection of little trinkets and gifts. They were like numerous tiny antennae radiating from Muju’s person, ashes of my preserved memories. They were things to fill up emptiness and loneliness.


I tried to call Muju but kept getting his answering machine; I sent him e-mails but he never wrote back. His evasiveness left me feeling more helpless and distant than I’d ever felt before. We were now separated by twelve hours, by the Indian and Atlantic oceans, and by the entire continent of Eurasia.


I decided to stick with my original plan and get out of Shanghai for a while.


One fine afternoon, I loaded a few small bags into a taxi and took the overhead high-speed expressway out of Shanghai. We passed brown, golden and russet autumn canopies of broadleaved parasol trees, forests of skyscrapers and spires, and old-fashioned baroque villas before finally arriving at Pier Sixteen on the Bund.


The little white steamer that greeted me at the pier looked even older than I was. It was covered with spots of rust, an old coat of yellowing paint, and some crudely hand-painted black characters that identified the ship as ‘The Sea and Sky – Zhejiang Province, Zhoushan Steamship Company’.


As the steamer set out slowly down the Huangpu River, I was overcome with an inexplicable feeling of excitement and happiness. Children ran about the decks, shouting, while the adults occupied themselves with card games, mah-jong, drinking, reading and chatting. On every face there was an expression of happiness, as if leaving this city of sixteen million people was a cause for celebration.


That’s one of the nice things about living in Shanghai. You’re always happy to get away.


As evening fell, a frosty moon appeared in the sky, the ocean winds grew chillier, and the sea air grew damp and heavy.


The steamer fell silent again, and the only sound to be heard was the putt-putt-putting of the boat’s engine. We were surrounded by water on all sides, ocean as far as the eye could see. From time to time small pine-covered islands would come into view, their irregular shapes complementing the full moon that hung in the sky like a disc of jade. It was like a scene out of a Chinese ink painting.


I didn’t feel like sleeping. My head was clear at last and my thoughts lucid. I felt truly happy for the first time since returning from New York. I had something to look forward to. My lungs could breathe again, my brain could think again, and though in my heart I felt real loneliness and confusion, at the same time I felt a sense of calm and courage.


I stood at the bow of the boat for a long time, gazing into the pitch-black water-world and drifting gently back to a place long since forgotten, a tiny island to which I had frequently returned in dreams while I was enmired in loneliness and uncertainty in New York. It was the little island with over fifty temples, shrines, monasteries and nunneries – that Buddhist paradise of sea and sky known as Putuo Island.
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When She Arrived in New York


There’s still plenty of sex in Manhattan but the kind of sex that results
in friendship and business deals, not romance. These days, everyone
has friends and colleagues; no one really has lovers – even if they have
slept together.


Candace Bushnell, Sex and the City


You smiled and talked to me of nothing and I felt that for this
I had been waiting long.


Rabindranath Tagor, Stray Birds


 


I was born twenty-nine years ago on Putuo Island in a temple known as the Temple of Righteous Rain.


My mother was a devout Buddhist. When she was pregnant with me, she and my father took a boat to the temple to pray for the future of their unborn child and for the peace and prosperity of the family. My mother had arranged for the senior abbot of the monastery to offer a half-day prayer service to secure the blessings of the Buddhist patriarchs.


That evening at dusk, as the temple lamps were being lit, my mother felt a sharp spasm of pain in her belly and realized that she had gone into labour prematurely. So it was that I entered this world earlier than expected. Needless to say, it caused something of an uproar in the temple, but luckily there were no complications and both mother and child came through the delivery safely.


The next day, my parents held a baptismal ceremony in which they christened me with the rather weighty devout Buddhist name of Zhi Hui, or ‘One Who has Embarked on the Path of Wisdom and Enlightenment’.


I had a healthy, happy childhood. My parents showered me with love and attention until I was thirteen, at which point I got my first period and became a rebellious teenager who gave my parents their fair share of grief. My mother used to say it was as if I’d turned into a monster overnight, as if I’d woken up one morning with horns sprouting from my forehead. A few years later, a fair-skinned and bright-eyed seventeen-year-old, I passed the entrance exam for the prestigious Fudan University and had my first chance to move away from home.


I had my first sexual experience at nineteen, an unfortunate encounter in which I neglected to remove the condom from my vagina afterwards. At twenty-two, a painful unrequited love affair with one of my professors became fodder for my first novel. At twenty-four, difficulties with my writing and the surprising discovery that my then-fiancé was mixed up with the Chinese mafia drove me to attempt suicide by slitting my wrists.


My novel Shanghai Baby, published when I was twenty-six, met with huge success at first – then it was banned on the Chinese mainland. To date it has been published in over forty countries and was recently adapted for a feature film. Few people would ever connect Zhi Hui, the little girl born at the Temple of Righteous Rain, with the writer whom the Chinese press had dubbed ‘the literary beauty who shatters taboos’.


At twenty-eight, I moved to New York and witnessed the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center. At the time, I was a not particularly diligent visiting scholar in the East Asian Studies Department at Columbia University. In the wake of 9/11, I struggled with the difficulties of trying to promote the American edition of Shanghai Baby.


But all of this seems insignifiant. In the words of my favourite French poet, Rimbaud: ‘I have come to know the skies splitting with lightnings, and the waterspouts, and the breakers and currents; I know the evening, and Dawn rising up like a flock of doves, and sometimes I have seen what men have imagined they saw!’


For I have seen almost everything there is to see of human illusion. I have glimpsed what lies beyond the lavender haze. I have witnessed the slow dissolution of life in all its guises and illusions, and watched it fade.


When I first spied Muju at an Italian restaurant called I Coppi in the East Village, it wasn’t love at first sight.


At that exact moment I had no way of knowing that following his destiny from a distant past, he would soon drift spirit-like before me and become my intimate lover, my eternally-bound family, my god and my child. I didn’t know that we were fated to hold each other close and make love, to share the same dreams in the cold moonlight, to love each other, to fight, to laugh, to scream with love.


At dinner that evening, I remember that there were two others at the table with us – my British publisher and a female divorce lawyer born and raised in New York. This was the same lawyer who, ten years previously, had helped Muju’s Jewish ex-wife walk off with most of his net worth. In the process she had inadvertently fallen in love with him. She’d been Muju’s girlfriend for two years and they were still friends. She also just happened to be the best friend of the wife of my British publisher. It sounds complicated, I know, but such are modern relationships.


During the meal I talked mainly with the other two people and didn’t pay much attention to the tall, well-built Japanese (actually a quarter Italian) man who was missing a portion of the little finger of his left hand. Historically, most Chinese aren’t too fond of the Japanese, but that bothered me less than the stereotypes I’d heard about Japanese men: that they were stubbornly rigid, womanizing and chauvinistic.


Before dinner was over, however, I’d found myself forced to notice him. There seemed to be a faint current flowing between us, a sort of chemical reaction. I didn’t know if it was his laugh, the way he talked, or the frank and unconcealed glances that he cast towards me. Or perhaps it was his insistence that I taste a piece of veal braised in soy that he had cut for me from his own plate. In any event, something finally compelled me to take a closer look at him.


His shirt, with a floral pattern on the collar and front, looked like something a South American man might like (it was only much later that I discovered it was a three-hundred-dollar shirt by Comme des Garçons). The giant bag at his feet looked big enough to be a small tent, I imagined it would come in handy if he ever needed to run away from a lover at short notice. His features, which betrayed not a hint of his mixed heritage, were supremely ordinary and impassive as if cloaked in an impenetrable fog. Compared to the outrageous shirt and the giant bag, his face seemed refined. Then his eyes . . . I had to admit that his eyes had an extraordinary light, as though it came from deep underground, like a lamp buried within a mine, glowing with a strange radiance.


It was the kind of light that could inspire a sudden lust in women. Particularly a woman like me, who so often found herself dazzled.


After talking on the phone three or four times and exchanging almost daily e-mails, Muju and I finally had our first date about a week before Christmas.


That evening at seven o’clock, I was still in the bathroom frantically drying my hair. The sofa and living room floor were strewn with shoes, clothes, books, newspapers, and several pairs of stockings that I hadn’t had time yet to check for runs. When I heard the doorbell ring, I rushed to the intercom and begged: ‘Please, just give me five minutes!’


Whenever I arrange to meet someone, I never seem to have enough time to do everything I need to do beforehand. At the moment of my birth, it seems, my fate was sealed with the words: ‘Doomed to be late.’


I finally decided on a pair of brown, pointed-toe Ferragamo heels, topped off with a coat of dark purple wool. But I could only find one of the hand-embroidered leather gloves that I’d bought in Rome. I took a deep breath, refusing to let the other glove ruin my mood.


I closed the door behind me and went downstairs to find a tall man standing outside in the freezing wind. He was stamping his feet on the ground like a grizzled brown bear, looking as if he might pass out from the cold. Muju.


He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw me and flashed a warm, sincere smile, a smile that could thaw ice. Standing there before him, I felt oddly shy.


He bent down to give me a hug, and I noticed that besides the giant bag slung over his shoulder, he was also carrying a paper shopping bag emblazoned with the words ‘Sakura Nishi Department Store’ and decorated with an elaborate green and red butterfly knot. It wasn’t until then that I realized Christmas was right around the corner.


‘This is for you,’ he said, handing me the bag.


‘Thanks . . . that’s too kind of you. Is it a Christmas present?’ I examined the huge package, but couldn’t guess what was inside.


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I guess so. I just felt I had to get it for you, and luckily the store was having a sale.’


His answer was so frank that I had to laugh. ‘What’s inside?’


‘I guess you won’t find out until you open it!’ he answered with a mischievous smile.


Quickly I tore open the wrapping to find a box inside. When I read the words on its side I could hardly believe them . . . it was a humidifier!


As I stared in disbelief, he asked me anxiously, ‘Don’t you like it? I realize it’s not a very romantic gift, but I remembered you telling me once on the telephone that New York was too dry, and that it was even worse with the heat on indoors. You said it gave you nosebleeds . . .’


My eyes opened even wider and I struggled not to laugh. ‘Did I really say that on the phone?’ I mumbled. ‘But actually, I really need one of these. I’m quite a practical girl, you know. I’ll take a humidifier over roses any day . . .’


With these words of thanks, I gave him a hug and a big wet kiss on the mouth. The moment our lips made contact, I felt a sudden shock of static.


We released each other immediately and started to laugh. ‘You see? New York really is too dry.’ His comment helped me mask at least some of the excitement and embarrassment I was feeling.


‘Maybe it would be best if I, uh . . . put this in my apartment first,’ I said, blushing a deep crimson.


I picked up the humidifier and darted back up the stairs, while Muju waited in the small, cosy entrance hall downstairs.


As I dashed up the stairs he called up to me, ‘Coco! There’s no hurry. Take your time. Oh, and you might want to change into something warmer. That’s a beautiful coat you’ve got on, but it’s really windy outside.’


‘Now that’s not a suggestion you usually hear on a first date . . .’ I mused in surprise, shrugging my shoulders.


When I came back downstairs, I was bundled up in an enormous down-filled black parka that looked more like a sleeping-bag than an overcoat. Muju just smiled.


Already I was deeply attracted. He had a strange sort of warmth about him; not the warmth you get from a stove or a man’s naked body, but the sort of warmth that held odd associations for me: a mother’s womb or the reading of sutras in a temple lit only by oil lamps. The former perhaps was a pre-natal memory, while the latter might be the baptismal ceremony performed for me by the monks of Putuo Island the day after I was born. Memories like these came from a vague intuition, as if they were stored not in my mind but in some of the cells of my skin – memories that could be released now and then by the slightest touch. Subtle intuition like this can often be far more accurate and reliable than logic.


And so, armed with a new humidifier and a big black parka as cosy as a sleeping bag, I decided I was falling in love with Muju.


We walked the seven or eight blocks to Grand Avenue and arrived at a Malaysian restaurant called Nyonya. Run by a Chinese-Malaysian, the restaurant served food very similar to Chinese cuisine. My stomach was so incorrigibly stubborn that I had eaten Chinese food almost every day since arriving in New York. The food at Nyonya wasn’t as good as the food in China, but was certainly better than nothing.


Our meal wasn’t bad, particularly the coconut rice, steamed fish in fermented soy sauce, and fermented tofu with stir-fried greens. Muju loved to eat, and insisted that he could eat four or even five meals a day. Eating badly put him in a bad mood and, he claimed, a bad mood affected his health.


‘For me, health and happiness are the two most important things in life,’ he told me.


‘What about money?’ I asked.


‘Less important. As long as I have enough to get by, I’m happy.’ With that, he immersed himself in his fish and kept eating until the bones were picked clean.


‘Of course, if I had the chance to strike it rich I’d grab the opportunity,’ he added. ‘I’ve discovered that it takes a lot of courage to become a mult-millionaire. A lot of people don’t have the courage to imagine that they could ever earn that kind of money.’


His judgement about being rich, I thought to myself, was certainly unique.


Besides writing travel books, Muju also volunteered at a city college medical clinic, where he taught Taoist meditation techniques and Indian yoga. His main job was producing independent documentary films (which I suppose is also a kind of volunteer work, as so few people make any money from documentaries). He had his own office on West Broadway in Soho, not more than a hundred yards away from my apartment on Watts Street.


In one of his e-mails he’d mentioned that he was working on a new project. The star of his film was an energetic Latin singer name Julio, who’d been dubbed ‘The Conscience of the Dominican Republic’. The two were also good friends, as close as brothers.


‘How’s the documentary going?’ I asked.


‘Oh, there are more problems than I ever thought possible. One minute, there’s a problem with the equipment; the next, someone’s gotten food poisoning. And to top it all off, Julio and I have been arguing a lot.’ Muju smiled. ‘Latin Americans make great friends, but working with them is incredibly difficult.’


‘Oh, that’s right!’ he said suddenly, as if he’d just remembered something interesting. ‘I really liked your book.’


‘So you finally got around to reading it.’ I let out a long sigh of relief and allowed myself a victorious smile. He had told me once on the phone that he had gone out and bought both the English and Japanese versions of the book, but that he wasn’t too sure he wanted to read them. He said he worried that if he didn’t like the book it might have a negative effect on his romantic feelings for the author.


‘First of all, my book and I are two entirely separate things. Second, it’s not imperative that you like me.’ That was my immediate retort on the phone. I regretted my words the minute they were out of my mouth, knowing that my hurt tone proved I cared about his opinion. If male-female relations were a battle of wills, then I knew my salvo had put me at a distinct disadvantage, even though I’d been the one to shoot first.


There had been a moment of silence before Muju said quietly ‘I’m sorry.’


I hate that way of saying ‘I’m sorry.’ Of course, I hate it that Chinese men aren’t in the habit of saying ‘I’m sorry’ to women. But the way Western culture smears ‘I’m sorry’ around everywhere as if it were Vaseline is sometimes even worse. It sounds perfectly polite, but it has the effect of dropping a glass partition between you and the speaker. It freezes you out.
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