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  Chapter One
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  Guo Lu met the director Zhong Qiu at a pitch meeting for a TV drama series. Zhong Qiu made a deep impression on him as a born career woman: decisive, clear and coherent when speaking, with a mind full of ideas. Being a young college professor, Guo Lu gave a speech at the pitch meeting that was replete with academese. Even though the meeting chair introduced him as a theater specialist, a leader in his field, and a graduate-level advisor, practically no one listened to what Guo Lu was saying when he delivered his talk. Guo Lu's speech focused on the ideological weaknesses of today's TV shows. This was part of what the graduate students were taught at the university, and he had spoken on this topic many times, so his presentation was confident and fluid. The indifferent response made him start to feel a little awkward, as if he were in a train compartment where everyone else was a stranger. The train was moving at high speed, the scenery outside the windows kept shifting, and the words he said had no contact with everyone else's world. Guo Lu, whose name meant "passerby," said his thing, the other people did their own thing. He wanted to stop, but with his topic already underway, he was reluctant to do so. Fortunately, this was not the first time he had encountered such a scene, given his training in the classroom. The other people weren't listening, each of them making small movements, and he kept on talking, keeping to his text.

  Zhong Qiu, who was sitting next to Guo Lu, suddenly started smoking a cigarette, startling him. Smoking was not uncommon among female directors. The main thing was the moment Zhong Qiu had chosen. Guo Lu had just delivered an aphorism he was especially proud of when Zhong Qiu struck a match with an exaggerated motion. The long specialty hotel match had a kind of performative effect, it burned loudly, with a crackling sound, and the bright ball of fire exploded. Zhong Qiu's movement caused an immediate chain reaction as smokers involuntarily began to respond. All around people were smoking or getting ready to smoke, matches and lighters sparking repeatedly. Someone tried to hand Guo Lu a cigarette but he waved it away, signaling that he didn't smoke. The meeting room filled with clouds coiling upward, Guo Lu's sequence of thought was interrupted, and for the next several minutes he didn't even know what he was saying. He began to feel unsure of himself, speaking more and more at random. People couldn't understand what he was saying, but this made them more interested, turning toward him one after another to stare wide-eyed, enjoying his embarrassment, nodding their heads as if understanding, as if not understanding.

  At the meal, Zhong Qiu, smelling powerfully of liquor, came over to propose a toast and ask him to send her a copy of his newly published monograph, so that she could have the honor of reading it when she had a chance. Guo Lu was not sure whether she really meant it, but he took what she said to heart, and the first thing he did on returning home was to find a copy of his newly published The Spirit of Classical Drama, write "For Ms. Zhong Qiu's perusal" on the title page, followed by his flowing autograph, then added the date, stamped it with his chop, went to the post office, and shipped it. The book had been published by the university press of the college where he was employed in a shamefully small print run, only a thousand copies in total, three hundred of which he was supposed to sell. The three hundred sample books took up a large corner of the house. Guo Lu was incapable of marketing his own book, but if he could make connections with highly placed people, he could give them copies, and now, since Zhong Qiu had asked, Guo Lu obeyed with pleasure. In any case, they were colleagues working in drama—Guo Lu was a theoretical scholar, Zhong Qiu was a famous director—and his academic research might be of some assistance to her.

  A week later, a man called Old Wang rang up Guo Lu to tell him Zhong Qiu was interested in his monograph and wanted to find a time to get together with him. This so-called "getting together" meant finding a time to go out to eat. During the conversation, Old Wang let slip that Zhong Qiu wanted to buy the rights to Guo Lu's book. Guo Lu expressed some surprise, and Old Wang said: "Zhong Qiu is a little neurotic. You're exactly right. What use is a book of empty theory for making a TV drama?"

  Guo Lu nodded at the telephone, following Old Wang's words, and said, with continuing modesty: "Buying the rights usually means buying the story. There aren't any stories in my book."

  Old Wang said: "Professor Guo, you're so understanding. I've read your book, and it's really profound, to tell the truth, those of us who work in television admire it, but, but . . . . Professor Guo, I'll be frank—don't be angry—your book has nothing to do with making an actual TV show. Don't you agree?"

  Guo Lu discovered that Old Wang was a good talker, as the call went on for about twenty minutes, with Old Wang continuously coming up with new things to say. For a time, Guo Lu was completely turned around by Old Wang's circumlocutions. He didn't know why he'd called, or what his point was. Near the end of the conversation, Old Wang hinted that Zhong Qiu wanted to hear more of Guo Lu's opinions because she'd been inspired by his book. But she realized he was busy, and was afraid meeting to talk would take up his valuable time. Today, time was money. So she wanted, through buying the rights, to start a collaboration with him. As for what kind of collaboration, they could sign a contract and then see. To summarize, she wanted to respect the results of Guo Lu's labor and not waste his time for nothing. If he didn't have any objections, they could meet tomorrow morning to discuss things in more detail, and meanwhile he could think over the price of selling the copyright.

  Guo Lu spent an agitated night, tossing and turning and unable to sleep. At dawn he rushed to the toilet, then elatedly called a novelist he knew to ask her advice about the procedure for selling rights. This writer had a habit of sleeping in and was furious to be woken up at this hour. Once she understood what was going on, she said resentfully: "You're so irritating, did you have to call me at this indecent hour?" Guo Lu apologized again and again, saying that it was the first time this had happened to him, it was like being sick and needing treatment, he couldn't think of anyone else to ask for guidance, and that's why he was bothering her. The author said: "It's so simple, let me tell you. People who make movies and TV shows are worthless. Don't hesitate, just flash a knife and stab them, name a viciously high price. You have to make them hurt, it's the only way to keep your dignity. Otherwise, you'll lose everything without even understanding what you did wrong."

  The phone was barely hung up when Old Wang called again, asking, "Who were you calling first thing in the morning? I've been dialing all day and couldn't reach you."

  Guo Lu equivocated. Old Wang said he knew a place where they did a good dim sum breakfast. He would treat, how about meeting there? Guo Lu wasn't mentally prepared, he hadn't imagined a 10 am meeting could be moved even earlier. He got ready in a hurry and rushed over on his bicycle. Arriving at the dim sum restaurant, he waited for a long time without seeing Old Wang. He kept on waiting, but when Old Wang didn't appear, he began to get impatient, and afraid he'd made a mistake, because they'd only been in touch over the phone and had never met face-to-face. Guo Lu had to use his imagination to guess what Old Wang would look like. Old Wang was even later, and Guo Lu grew restless, staring at every man who could be suspected of being Old Wang. Every man he saw looked as though he might be him; none of them were.

  It was almost ten o'clock when Old Wang finally stepped, beaming, out of a taxi. Guo Lu was at the prearranged location, having waited there for more than an hour. Old Wang recognized him at a glance because his picture was printed on the flyleaf of the book he had given Zhong Qiu. The two of them stood in the street going through the motions of greeting, with Guo Lu incredibly hungry, and fairly upset, while Old Wang offered a string of apologies, saying someone had held him up at the last minute, and when he'd tried to contact Guo Lu on his cell phone, he couldn't reach him. After they went inside the restaurant and sat down, Old Wang kept talking with other people on his cell phone about things that seemed completely unimportant, chatting and at the same time telling Guo Lu to order whatever he wanted. Guo Lu seldom had the chance to enjoy Cantonese dim sum, so he followed Old Wang's lead, choosing himself whatever Old Wang took from the cart. Old Wang finally, with some irritation, shifted his cell phone away from his mouth and said: "Let's choose a few different things, all right?"

  Guo Lu was starving, in addition to being somewhat angry, so he ate ferociously. Old Wang was hardly weaker. A man already past fifty, his hair dyed with a clear separation of black and white between the upper half and the lower half where the new growth showed, he ate at one go two plates of pig's feet, two bowls of preserved egg congee, four meat-stuffed steamed buns, two saucers of smoked fish, and drank a bottle of Beck's. When they were just about finished eating, he began serious negotiations with Guo Lu. He told Guo Lu that he had been Zhong Qiu's producer for many years, and, without being too modest, Zhong Qiu might have made a number of films and televisions shows but she couldn't have done it without a producer like him. Why? Because Zhong Qiu was born into a cadre family and used to extravagant spending ever since she was young. She didn't know how to control her spending. If she had money she spent it on anything, and even if she didn't have money, it was the same. If he didn't manage the finances for her, everything Zhong Qiu inherited would have been wasted on her. For example, in his own opinion, she shouldn't purchase the rights to this book The Spirit of Classical Drama. Old Wang said that raising capital to make a TV show wasn't easy, they had to spend a limited amount of money where it was most needed. As Guo Lu had said himself, the book was scholarly, and it had no story, so it wasn't worth spending money on the rights. Everyone knows that stories are the soul of television. Usually, when people refer to buying rights, they simply mean buying the story.

  Guo Lu had already heard Old Wang say similar things countless times within the past twenty-four hours. The words were like cold water poured over Guo Lu's heart, greatly detracting from his enthusiasm and confidence. He had originally planned to stamp his foot, like the novelist had prompted him to do, and ruthlessly demand a high price, but when Old Wang came to the essential question of the price, Guo Lu had lost his nerve. He didn't even dare to look up and examine Old Wang's expression. Guo Lu thought of the difficulty he'd had publishing the book, thought of the three hundred copies piled up in a corner and his wife's oddly suspicious expression when she looked at them, thought of the cold face of the publisher's assistant director as he said, You professors publish one book after another. Where could we get enough money to pay you? You say it's the fruits of your research, but these achievements take food out of other people's mouths. Everyone's an important professor and can't be offended. If you're so great, why not go to another publisher?

  Old Wang said, without changing his tone or expression: "You name a price, then I'll name a price. I'll tell you the truth, I'm no good at talking business. Anyway, no one's an outsider here. You go first."
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  After Guo Lu signed the contract, Zhong Qiu finally spoke with him, briefly, on the telephone. On the phone she seemed very polite, saying she had paged through his monograph and had a feeling of sudden enlightenment. Next she asked whether he had any thoughts about the collaboration that would follow, or any suggestions about the next step. Guo Lu stammered that he was very happy about this unforeseen collaboration. He didn't think that Zhong Qiu would switch topics and ask, laughing, why he was happy. Guo Lu had nothing to say for a moment, and Zhong Qiu pursued the point relentlessly, asking him whether it was because someone had paid 10,000 kuai to buy his ideas. Zhong Qiu knew that college professors today were all poor, so earning such a sum so suddenly must have made him happy.

  The next time they met, at a waterside mountain resort, Zhong Qiu once again mentioned having bought the rights to Guo Lu. She was exultant, saying that to hear Old Wang talk, Guo Lu had been pleased to make a deal at 10,000 kuai. Guo Lu was a little embarrassed by her words, and Zhong Qiu, who seemed to be deliberately trying to make him uncomfortable, continued to say Old Wang was an expert at negotiating contracts. When he discussed payment with actors, no matter how demanding they were, they were all treated impartially in the end. No one could take advantage of Old Wang when it came to bargaining. Zhong Qiu belonged to that kind of women who fundamentally doesn't care what other people think. She chain-smoked cigarettes, said whatever she was thinking, couldn't help revealing the complacency of her success, and was always ready to fight, striking wherever she found an opportunity. Before slicing into her main topic, the direction of their conversation was random, careless, an arrogant humiliation of Guo Lu. Zhong Qiu had just finished a twenty-episode TV series that had been well received after it was broadcast on China Central Television at primetime. According to what Old Wang let slip, it was already decided that the series would win a national prize, so the press was especially interested in Zhong Qiu's next series.

  The meeting itself was somewhat comical. In the first place, Guo Lu had been unexpectedly invited to attend the wedding of Zhong Qiu's father as a special guest. This pretext for meeting didn't make any sense. Guo Lu knew nothing about Zhong Qiu's father, and from the moment he accepted the invitation, he found himself continually wondering about why Zhong Qiu had done this, what the significance of this chess move actually was. By this time it wasn't unusual for elderly people to remarry, the problem was that Zhong Qiu's father's remarriage had nothing to do with Guo Lu. Why insist he attend the wedding when there was no relationship? Zhong Qiu had hinted that the TV drama she was about to film might start with her father's remarriage, so she hoped that Guo Lu would make careful observations when he attended the ceremony. "My father is seventy, but his heart isn't old." Zhong Qiu never spoke of her father without sarcasm. "This wedding will be a good farce. You know, a wedding like this would make a good comedy if it were shown on TV."

  Zhong Qiu openly admitted that she didn't care whether what she did would hurt her father's feelings, since she was in entertainment, and it was for her art. Then she added that hurting him ever so slightly was her original intent. In fact, this wedding ceremony was a preview of the television show she was about to throw herself into filming. This was her elaborate plan, or you could call it a directorial farce. Zhong Qiu's father Zhong Tian felt a touch of fear when he thought of the formal ceremony. He couldn't understand why Zhong Qiu wanted it to be so grand. At first, Zhong Tian had only been anxious that his choice to marry would meet with opposition from his children. When he shared with several of his children, in a conciliatory tone, who he was planning to marry, his heart was filled with remorse. He knew his children would never really approve of his remarrying, and especially not this union between him and Bao Qiaoling. They might list a thousand objections to this marriage, and when the time came, he had prepared himself for a prolonged scolding. He waited for his two plainspoken daughters to criticize him in their shrill voices, but their reaction went far beyond his expectation. The older daughter, Zhong Chun, whose name meant "spring," took a policy of non-interference, saying that whether it was reuniting with his former mistress, or going out on the streets to find some eighteen-year-old girl, it had nothing to do with her. The younger daughter Zhong Qiu, whose name meant "autumn", said nothing for a long time, her face blank, staring fixedly at her father as if looking at a stranger.

  Zhong Tian was uneasy under her stare, and said in a conciliatory way: "I only want to make things simpler. We're in our seventies anyway. It was your Auntie Bao's idea—"

  Zhong Qiu interrupted her father, without changing expression: "What do you mean, simpler? Let me handle the wedding, I guarantee to make you old folks satisfied. Why shouldn't we have a big celebration?"

  It only took mentioning the name "Auntie Bao" for Zhong Qiu to burst into a rage. The notion of a kind of practical joke sprang to Zhong Qiu's mind, and she seemed to know immediately what she should do. No one knew what the wedding was going to be like. Everyone other than Zhong Qiu was kept in the dark, and even Zhong Qiu only had a rough idea. She didn't spend too much time thinking about the concrete details, the event itself was not worth much of her mental energy. She was already famous, there would be enough guests to pull it off. She chose a recently completed resort by a reservoir in the mountains, because the resort's general manger, Ma Deli, had been classmates with Zhong Qiu's older sister Zhong Chun, and was one of Zhong Chun's best friends. She had always had a naive enthusiasm for investing in television and had several times revealed that she wanted to work with Zhong Qiu. Before Zhong Tian retired, he had been deputy director of the provincial capital's economic planning commission. After retiring, he held the post of advisor to Meicheng's special economic development zone, so he had developed many social connections in this area. The resort was all but unoccupied, it wasn't the peak tourist season, plus the reputation of the mountain resort by the water had not yet been established, so the general manager Ma Deli was willing to take on the expense and offered the most preferential price, since Zhong Tian's elderly romance furnished a chance to be of service. As for the practical arrangements for the wedding, Ma Deli showed great initiative from start to finish.

  On the night before the formal ceremony, Guo Lu and Zhong Qiu stayed at the mountainside resort. The vast army of guests would arrive the next day, and for now their rooms were the only ones occupied in the entire large villa, since they were the only guests staying there that night. It was a good vacation spot, although the location was a little remote, and even the remoteness gave the resort a genteel air. The entire resort was made up of small, graceful, simple buildings scattered pleasantly along the mountain slope beside the reservoir. Pushing the window open, there was a vast body of water visible outside. Far in the distance they could see the boats of the local fishermen, and in the foreground recreational boats were berthed at the nearby pier, in sizes ranging from large to small, any kind of boat one might desire. It was afternoon, the sun was dazzling beyond the windows, there was the sound of twittering birds, and a young woman from the staff was drying clothes on the lawn. She turned around, saw Guo Lu and Zhong Qiu staring at her from inside the villa, and, not understanding what was going on, stopped and looked at them steadily. She was beautiful, her absorbed look as she watched them attracted their contemplation.

  Zhong Qiu turned the sofa to face the window so that she and Guo Lu could talk and enjoy the scenery outside at the same time. Tea had been brewed, Zhong Qiu lit a cigarette, and led the conversation to the topic of the TV series she was planning to film. She told Guo Lu she intended to shoot a television drama that, as suggested by his monograph, would reflect the spirit of classical Chinese drama. Guo Lu noticed that Zhong Qiu liked to talk in the manner of a teacher to a student, with profound ideas rising easily to her lips. As for this TV series, she had been thinking about it for a long time, and already had the outline of a few very specific characters, but there were two issues troubling her. These were how to make her television show both embody the most profound ideas, and at the same time have a plot that people would watch. The lack of ideological content in today's television shows had become a serious issue, and Zhong Qiu thought that her television show should be on a higher level, that it must represent a breakthrough on an intellectual level. She explained to Guo Lu once again why she had wanted to spend money on his ideas.

  "You have some interesting opinions, but how can they be shown using the medium of television? It's a very complex question." Zhong Qiu pointed to the staff member outside and told Guo Lu to guess what kind of TV shows a girl like her, who they could see at a glance was a migrant worker, liked to watch. Guo Lu shook his head, not knowing what to say. He couldn't keep up with the leaps in Zhong Qiu's train of thought, he didn't want to venture his own point of view. Zhong Qiu clearly was a director who made her own decisions, and with a woman like this, the best approach was a temporary silence until he could understand what she was really thinking. When things started, Guo Lu was not used to Zhong Qiu's brazenness, to hearing his ideas that she easily spent 10,000 kuai to purchase coming from her lips, and for her, maybe she was only flaunting what her money could buy, but Guo Lu had to acknowledge that it was an insult to his dignity. His ideas were not for sale. Soon he gradually adjusted to her way of speaking, because, after all, he had earned 10,000 kuai for his so-called ideology. If this was humiliation, then at least it was a dual humiliation for everyone involved, like the relationship of a prostitute to a patron, both parties to the deal are at fault.

  Zhong Qiu acted like a director explaining a scene, using the woman outside the window as an example for different kinds of hypotheses. She supposed that this member of the staff was a young woman from the deep in the mountains who had no experience of society and was filled with yearning to go to the city. One day, she fell in love with a young man, the resort's chef, or a chauffeur. They loved each other, had sex, then for some reason this young man abandoned her, and this young woman had bottled up her sorrow inside. The girl was proud, she didn't want to let her companions know her difficulties. In the evening, in front of the television, her eyes watched the screen, and we don't know what she is thinking in her heart. Almost every young woman who came to the city would suffer this kind of misfortune. In the evening, they sat in front of the television, inattentive, each one thinking different thoughts. The drama on the screen has nothing to do with their lives, they are watching TV, but at the same time they despise the TV. TV grows to be their spiritual opiate, because it doesn't do them any good, but they can't do without it. Since there is no better TV capable of reaching them emotionally, they eventually become prisoners of third-rate television shows. TV gives them false comfort, their souls are soon distorted by inferior TV series from Hong Kong.

  Zhong Qiu told Guo Lu she was going to make a TV drama that would move all of the young women who watched it. "It will be a TV movie filmed for young women, to make them love watching it, to watch it and want to cry, while also encouraging them to think." Television shows weren't stimulating reflection, it was almost at the point of posing a serious public hazard. For many years Zhong Qiu had wanted to film a contemporary classical drama, she wanted to find a story from the classical theater that could touch on modern life, one that would lead to reflections on many contemporary social problems. While browsing through The Spirit of Classical Drama, Zhong Qiu time and again had been moved by Guo Lu's point of view, and had found his analysis of the traditional opera Wang Kui Betrays Jiao Guiying inspirational. She had a feeling of sudden enlightenment, even though she had known the story of the scholar Wang Kui who abandons his lover, a prostitute who supported him through his days of poverty. At last she had a sensitive understanding, precisely as shown in Guo Lu's analysis, that hidden in this toothless, outdated story there truly was a completely new, contemporary significance.

  Zhong Qiu talked for practically the entire afternoon. Guo Lu had written many papers about movies and television, he had taught classes on drama at the university, and often developed specialized topics in this area, but he very seldom had actual opportunities to make contact with people in entertainment circles. Guo Lu hadn't expected Zhong Qiu to be such a brilliant talker, and many of the things she told him were unfamiliar. She talked incessantly, without caring what Guo Lu was thinking. "Can you write a script that I could film for the TV drama?" Zhong Qiu asked abruptly when the sun was about to set behind the mountains. She was only asking casually, but Guo Lu took it for real. He was stunned for a moment, then, not wanting to appear weak, stepped up to accept this challenge. With utter calm, he told Zhong Qiu that if she really wanted him to write the script, he could give it a try. He knew he had no experience in this side of things, he knew that television scripts and academic essays were two different things, but there wasn't necessarily a chasm between them. Beyond the window, the water of the reservoir was still and the sun setting in the west dyed the entire surface with its colors. Among such pleasant scenery, a person could easily gain confidence. Guo Lu believed he could do battle, since there were no good television dramas today. If he fought his way into the world of film and television, he might do something miraculous. What a pity that Zhong Qiu poured cold water over his sense of well-being so soon, as she suddenly asked, without changing expression: "You've never written a television script before, have you?"

  Guo Lu nodded and admitted that he had not tried writing a television script before, but perhaps this very fact was his best qualification. As the saying goes, you can paint a more beautiful picture on a piece of blank paper; maybe he really could be an unexpected success. Guo Lu discovered that he'd finally been granted a chance to speak, but he had hardly begun to develop his subject when Zhong Qiu's mood grew a little colder. She shook her head regretfully and said he didn't have to wade into the murky waters of the entertainment business, which we as very seamy, very problematic . . . She didn't want to drag him into it. Guo Lu could work with her on the planning and help make some of the decisions, then it might be better to have other people write the actual script. She changed the topic once again, this time, to talk about when she had been a child. She said she had started to be interested in boys around the time she turned eight.
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  There were suddenly many more people at the mountain resort by the water, all of them hurrying to get to Zhong Tian and Bao Qiaoling's wedding. Since this was the marriage of an elderly couple everyone had children and there were even some members of the third generation, making the scene quite comical. Zhong Tian, as an interested party, knew his sons and daughters could never genuinely approve of his marriage, so he became increasingly uneasy as the ceremony became grander and more formal. He had a kind of premonition that something would happen. Zhong Tian was an elderly man whose children weighed heavily on his mind, and who cared deeply about them. No one knows children better than their parents, and he knew that as far as his children were concerned, he could choose anyone to be their stepmother except for one woman: Bao Qiaoling. Zhong Tian and Bao Qiaoling were to stay in the villa's most luxurious suite, but after their arrival, no one thought of paying any more attention to them. Everyone seemed to be treating them coldly on purpose. Guests occasionally walked back and forth in the hallway, but none of them came in to pay their respects. Zhong Tian and Bao Qiaoling didn't know where the staff had gone, the toilet was leaking, there wasn't any hot water in the carafe, and no other means to make tea. Bao Qiaoling had been catching the evil eye from Zhong Tian's two daughters from the beginning. It seemed as though they had come not to attend the wedding, but rather to wage war on their father. Everyone was staying in the rooms around them, but they were all too lazy to visit the elderly couple, and if they met in the hallways, they pretended not to see them. Even Zhong Tian's grandson Zhong Xiaolei ignored his grandfather when he saw him. Bao Qiaoling felt the strange atmosphere, too. She knew the best thing to do at such times was to shift the insult upon herself, so she cautiously encouraged Zhong Tian to go call on his children.

  "Xiaolei, you saw your grandpa, why didn't you say hello to me?" Zhong Tian asked when they went to his daughter-in-law's room next door, grinning as he patted Zhong Xiaolei on the head. The lovably stubborn boy twisted his head away, not wanting to give his grandfather a proper greeting. Zhong Tian's daughter-in-law had been sitting on the bed watching TV, but on seeing them, she stood and greeted him in a low voice before turning to Bao Qiaoling and, not knowing how she should address her, laughing unnaturally, which she seemed to feel was enough courtesy. With immense effort, Bao Qiaoling effused over how strong Zhong Xiaolei was growing, saying he looked as handsome as his father when he was young. Zhong Tian asked why there was still no sign of his son Zhong Xia, and Xu Fang said something must have came up at work, he would be arriving a little later. Zhong Tian was dumbstruck for a moment, and since there was nothing to say, they smoothed things over by going to visit one of the other rooms.

  Zhong Tian was already used to the indifference of his children. But on this special day, he had hoped they wouldn't embarrass him and Bao Qiaoling. Zhong Tian had lived alone in his later years, as his children were all grown and they each had their own sphere. For a long time after the death of his wife Leng Youmei, Zhong Tian's behavior was extremely restrained in the hope that this practical measure could improve his acrimonious relationship with his children. For a number of years, he made an enormous effort to change the poor image they had of him. He knew that in the past his illicit affairs, coming one after another, had seriously harmed what should have been an entirely happy family. He hoped his children would forgive him and not hold onto old grievances, because no matter what mistakes he had made, he was still their biological father. In comparison to their mother Leng Youmei, Zhong Tian was much more competent as a parent. He did all he could on behalf of his children's careers, rushing around to help his older son join the army, his older daughter go to college, his younger daughter transfer jobs, using every social connection that could be of use. However, the relationship between Zhong Tian and his children had not only not changed along with the changing times, it had become more distant. The more he conceded to them, the less they cared about him. Zhong Tian lived in a large home, but as the four children grew their wings, they had moved out one after another and never came back. Zhong Tian discovered to his sorrow that he had been abandoned by his sons and daughters, no matter how hard he tried to avoid it.

  After Zhong Tian retired he began to experience true loneliness. In the large house, other than himself there was only a young housekeeper from Henan province. He soon discovered that the so-called "life after retirement" was only a synonym for waiting to die of boredom. All sorts of things started to go wrong with his body, there was suddenly a problem with his appetite, he couldn't sleep at night, and during the day he was always nodding off. One year his two daughters arranged to come home at New Year's for the traditional family reunion dinner. After eating, they spoke sternly with their father, united in arguing that it was inappropriate for him to spend his days with the young housekeeper. It would be better to hire a matron who was a little older. Zhong Tian, who longed for the affection of his daughters and who had only brought about their hoped-for return home with difficultly, never imagined the result would be a lecture. He said, sighing, What do you mean, are you afraid I'll be indecent? What trouble can I get into at this age? The older daughter, Zhong Chun, said with a smile, There are old men who do bad things everywhere. We're warning you for your own good. Zhong Tian's shame turned to rage, and he said, This is no way for daughters to speak to their father. This is how the rebel factions had interrogated veteran cadres during the Cultural Revolution. The younger daughter, Zhong Qiu, sneered and said, Not all of the rebels were wrong. We're afraid you'll make mistakes again.

  From then on, Zhong Tian began to consider remarrying. He thought this would be the best prescription for reinvigorating himself. For a time, he even stopped caring about being the butt of jokes and planned to go ahead and marry the housekeeper to make his children lose face. Their tactics had driven him to despair, so he might as well make them feel as disappointed as he did for once. But these plans would have no meaning beyond attracting everyone's ridicule. When he realized that his children really did not care what he did, Zhong Tian abandoned this absurd idea and decided to chart a new path, adopting a different method of taking hold of his fate. He knew in all soberness that if he married the young housekeeper his body wouldn't be up to the task. Besides, it would be losing too much face, because he would be the target of laughter when he went to the elderly cadres' activity center to play cards every Thursday. He knew that affairs like this had already taken place among his old friends, and Zhong Tian was not brave enough to follow their disastrous lead. No one would believe that the true motivation for Zhong Tian's remarriage was loneliness, since even his children thought he was carrying his indiscretion into his old age. It wouldn't be any use for him to explain it to other people.

  Zhong Tian decided to dismiss the young housekeeper from Henan. It all happened very suddenly. When they were watching TV in the evening, he told her that after cautious consideration he had decided to hire a housekeeper who was a little older. "You're too young, wait until you marry and have children, that will be the time when I'll need someone to take care of me, and when that time comes, I'll call on you, although I'm afraid it may be too late by then." He left the young housekeeper at a loss, forever wondering what she had actually done wrong. Once the housekeeper left, Zhong Tian used the excuse of having no one to take care of his food to advertise publicly in the newspaper for a marriage partner, and he even braved a dating service for the elderly. He was the kind of person who didn't debate the consequences once he started something, and since he intended to remarry, he made it a scandal all over town. He made a long-distance call to his daughter Zhong Qiu, who was shooting a TV show, to ask her whether there were any actresses of a suitable age, and he also asked his older son Zhong Xia, whose father-in-law had just passed away, whether or not his mother-in-law was planning to remarry.

  Zhong Tian's conduct and behavior puzzled everyone. No one had any idea what to do with him because he was being stubbornly ridiculous and refusing to avoid any taboos. The toughest people in the world are usually those who don't try to save face. His children gathered together for a private discussion. They all thought the old man had become a sex addict from an endocrine imbalance that made him go crazy over women, and the only solution would be to get him married as soon as possible to balance his hormones. So they each acted separately, asking for help from everyone they knew to find a suitable choice for him. A report in the newspaper said that the sex centers in the provincial capital were quietly enlarging, and Zhong Tian's children had ample reason to believe that since he was already out of control he might fall into the snare of an escort. No one could understand why Zhong Tian completely and categorically rejected the woman his daughters or sons recommended, thinking up all kinds of baffling reasons to refuse their good intentions. On the one hand, his desire to remarry was urgent, and it seemed that if he couldn't find a woman he couldn't keep on living. On the other hand, he found something to criticize with every one of them. Like a gallivanting stallion, he went out with all kinds of women, but without exception it yielded only thunder without rain, only blooms without fruit.

  Not until Bao Qiaoling was mentioned on the agenda did the four children of the Zhong family finally understand that the old man had been playing a game of deception from the start, pretending to do one thing while actually doing another, with his own end in mind. He created an elaborately roundabout scheme merely from fear that his children would not accept his former mistress. Ginger, after all, gets hotter with age, and Zhong Tian knew having Bao Qiaoling reenter his life would be rejected out of hand. Even though he had more than one affair in the past, this had been the only spectacular one. He knew bringing Bao Qiaoling home would be no easy matter. The entire Zhong family clenched their teeth at the mention of her name. When Zhong Tian's mother had been alive, she had channeled this hatred into his children in countless ways, telling them that Bao Qiaoling was a shapeshifting demon. Not only had she destroyed their father's career, she had also destroyed his family. Their mother had never forgiven their father because of her.

  No one knew how Zhong Tian renewed contact with Bao Qiaoling; no one was interested in the story of this reconciliation. Because of their previous efforts to help their father remarry, the children couldn't really come up with any suitable reason to prevent the union. Over time circumstances change. Emotionally, no one felt they should accept Bao Qiaoling as their stepmother, but rationally, they had to acknowledge that it might not be a bad outcome. In fact, Zhong Tian had become a burden. They were his children, but they wouldn't take care of him themselves, so there was no reason to oppose another person taking care of him. To use Zhong Tian's own words, he was getting older and had no utilitarian value. Since he was no use to anyone else, it wasn't like they were losing anything. The situation had changed. In the past, when Zhong Tian had an affair with Bao Qiaoling, it had been during the most triumphant years of his official career, when he had been in his prime, with boundless prospects for his future—he might even have been transferred to Beijing—but Bao Qiaoling interfered, influencing the course of Zhong Tian's official career. The illicit relationship, at that crucial moment, became an enormous barrier to his promotion. For many years afterward, Zhong Tian repeatedly encountered setbacks and ended up marking time in the same place. He could have become a competent cadre, become a model father for his children, but once he lost his footing, beyond his failure in official spheres, the family was unwilling to forgive him. His life was as hopeless of repair as a shattered jar. The same cycle repeated over and over again, in a continuous stream of licentious errors. Now Zhong Tian was old and couldn't cause any more trouble.
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  The formal ceremony made Zhong Tian and Bao Qiaoling very uncomfortable. A video camera followed them from start to finish, as if holding the bride and groom prisoner, giving them the sensation of being prodded along at gunpoint. This was a carefully arranged move of Zhong Qiu's, because she knew people become extremely unnatural when followed by a video camera, and this was the effect she wanted. Bao Qiaoling, despite being an actress, had a very bad feel for the camera, and in front of the lens her performance was not only completely artificial, but even worse than a normal person's. The young guy Li, who was responsible for the videotaping, completed Zhong Qiu's intentions well. There were not enough batteries, so much of the time he wasn't actually filming, but he made a show of shouldering the video camera, and this action alone was enough. As a cameraman, Li was used to walking back and forth with a camera on his shoulder, feeling like he was holding an automatic machine gun and strafing whatever he saw with perverse enjoyment.

  At the banquet, Zhong Tian, more or less feeling like he couldn't stand this anymore, raised a wine glass and said, self-deprecatingly: "Since everyone is here today to watch an old man and an old woman make fools of ourselves, we might as well give you the pleasure."

  The numerous guests applauded, but Zhong Tian's daughters, without prearrangement, did not applaud. They looked at Zhong Tian with unmoved expressions, seeing that he still had something to add. Zhong Tian glanced at his daughters, expressed his gratitude to the guests, and to the general manager of the resort, Ma Deli, who had offered her ardent congratulations beforehand. Zhong Tian did not say a great deal and at the very end he also expressed his thanks to his daughters, who were both present. He said, not without regret, that todays' occasion would have been even better if his two sons had been able to attend. He told everyone that his younger son Zhong Dong, whose name meant "winter," was in Hong Kong, while his older son Zhong Xia, whose name meant "summer," had originally said he would come, but something had come up at the last minute and he couldn't get away from work. As for what the problem at work was, his own father didn't know. Zhong Tian said that he honestly didn't have anything else he wanted to say, but on this special occasion it wouldn't be right not to say a few words, so he'd taken this chance to speak to them, and he hoped that everyone would eat and drink well.

  Zhong Qiu's sister Zhong Chun was the director of a joint venture corporation. She and Zhong Qiu sat together, a kind of impatience flickering on both their faces. Zhong Chun was the family's eldest daughter, and her thoughts came out of her mouth even faster than Zhong Qiu's. This wedding filled her, like Zhong Qiu, with a prankish impulse, and she wanted to tease her father. When Zhong Tian stood, she turned toward Zhong Qiu, saying caustically in her ear: "I don't know what Dad sees in her. Getting back together with some old mistress after all this time? If Mom knew, she would come back from the grave."

  Zhong Qiu said: "Mom wouldn't care."

  Zhong Chun said: "How could she not care? They were married for over thirty years."

  Zhong Qiu said: "Tell me what Dad could have done that would have pleased Mom."

  Zhong Tian finished speaking and everyone symbolically emptied their glasses. Zhong Qiu stood and said, with intended menace: "Let's have Auntie Bao say something, too. Isn't she today's bride? The groom has taken his stand, the bride should say something." Everyone clapped and cheered while Bao Qiaoling waved them off over and over, saying she couldn't give a speech. Apparently she had carefully prepared, because after people started to stand up when she kept saying she wouldn't speak, she launched inappropriately right into her speech. She said today was a happy day because so many people had come to support them. As Zhong Tian had spoken first and had already introduced his kids, she would follow suit and introduce her sons. She said her sons were both surnamed Yang, but they were not like Zhong's children, each of whom had good prospects. Her older son was named Yang Weizi, he worked at some office as a driver, and the younger son, Yang Weiwen, did odd jobs at the theater company. They'd never had proper jobs, so she hoped that everyone would look after them from now on. Her words attracted everyone's eyes to the neighboring table where the Yang brothers were sitting, both of them looking unhappy to be introduced like this, but Bao Qiaoling persisted in her tactlessness, asking her sons to stand up so everyone could have a good look at them.

  Yang Weizi, his face showing his displeasure, sat there acting as if he hadn't heard what Bao Qiaoling said. His younger brother Yang Weiwen, who was a little slow, rose impetuously to his feet and gave everyone an unfriendly look. Yang Weizi glared at his brother, then tugged at him to sit down. Yang Weiwen did not react and continued to stand there dully. Yang Weizi's girlfriend Tao Hong was sitting on his other side dressed very stylishly, and she herself was very beautiful. She became conscious that everyone's eyes were now focused on their table and started to behave awkwardly. At the neighboring table Zhong Qiu called out provokingly: "Yang Weizi, what's wrong? Your mother told you to stand up, you should stand!" She and Yang Weizi had been classmates in middle school, so they knew each other, and today she intended to make a fool of him. Zhong Chun followed with a cheer, saying it wasn't right not to listen to his own mother. Among the pairs of siblings, Zhong Tian's two daughters clearly had the advantage. Both were successful career women, one a tycoon, the other a famous director, and they spoke from a commanding height. Finally Yang Weizi stood, reluctantly, and everyone roared with laughter.

  Bao Qiaoling refused to see any signs of unhappiness and, smiling, said that afterward, in any event, they would be one family, so her sons should listen to what their older sisters said. People laughed even harder, Zhong Qiu's face showed that she was losing her temper, and she whispered to Zhong Chun that this woman really had a thick skin to say something so awful. Zhong Chun said not to expect ivory from a dog's mouth. It would be amazing if she managed to say something agreeable. Yang Weizi knew that his mother was making a fool of herself and couldn't help asking her to please shut up. Bao Qiaoling was like a wound-up clock spring, she simply couldn't control herself and kept chattering on and on. Her speech was both long and embarrassing. Zhong Tian tried several times to interrupt her, but she took the other people's roars of laughter as proof that her speech was quality material, and, because it was quality, it was having an effect, so she wasn't going to stop. Since everyone knew about the affair between her and Zhong Tian, they laughed unkindly while listening to her speech. The stories about how loose she had been in her youth were spreading rapidly. She wasn't young, but her heart would not be quiet, and since it persisted in being youthful, her flirtatiousness had not waned over the years. Bao Qiaoling said that she was very excited today. The doctor had told her that her blood pressure was a little high, so she had to show restraint and not allow herself to get excited, but today she couldn't help it. She said that she wasn't young—if her sons had married, she would be a grandmother by now—and her remarrying at such a great age must be amusing to all of them. She said she wasn't afraid of being laughed at by other people, since she was so old. She and Old Zhong, their marriage, she could now reveal, was just seeking a companion for old age. Amid the roaring waves of laughter, she contentiously asked Zhong Tian whether what she said wasn't right.

  During the banquet, the Zhong sisters went over to propose a toast. They had decided in advance not to sit at the table with the bride and groom, and as a result, the brothers Yang Weizi and Yang Weiwen had to sit at another table, too. Reaching her father's seat, Zhong Chun on a sudden whim called Bao Qiaoling's sons and Tao Hong to come over to make the toast together. Yang Weizi motioned to Tao Hong to stay in her seat, raised the wineglass in front of him, and told Yang Weiwen to go with him to join the row of people making toasts. The two elders had already risen to their feet, Zhong Chun raised her glass, then hesitated without saying anything until Zhong Qiu smiled and said: "You're the eldest, if you have something to say, say it quickly, otherwise let Yang Weizi speak."

  Yang Weizi promptly said: "Of course elder sister Zhong Chun should speak."

  Zhong Chun said: "What should I say?"

  Zhong Qiu said: "Anything would be fine, just say it!"

  Zhong Chun thought for a while and then said: "All right, whether it's pleasant on the ears or not, I should say a few polite phrases, so, 'the lovers are finally a family'! Cheers!" No one expected that after thinking for so long she would come out with one sentence. They all froze, wanting to laugh, but not daring to. People who were familiar with the inside story could all hear the barb of this toast, and showing any kind of reaction under the circumstances would be inappropriate. Zhong Chun said: "What are you staring for? Drink!" She took the lead and emptied her glass. They were all watching her and followed, drinking together.

  After the banquet ended, no one went to tease the newlyweds in their bridal chamber, each person returning to his or her own room. The brief merriment was over quickly. Zhong Tian and Bao Qiaoling slipped once more into the state of being ignored. Yang Weizi brought Tao Hong to the Zhong sisters' room to pay a visit. Zhong Qiu commented on how young his girlfriend looked and said that she seemed to have met her somewhere before. Tao Hong said without affectation that she worked at the office of Zhong Qiu's older brother, Zhong Xia. Zhong Qiu suddenly remembered and said impulsively: "Oh, I remember, you're Zhong Xia's personal secretary." At this Yang Weizi's face took on an uncomfortable look, while Tao Hong's whole face burned as she mumbled that she only had an office job and was chiefly responsible for finances. Zhong Qiu turned to Yang Weizi and said, But you aren't young. How did you con such a young woman? Tao Hong was very embarrassed by Zhong Qiu's words, while Yang Weizi's expression turned to pride. He said, When you're making a TV show, you should have her play a walk-on part, if you have a suitable role. Maybe she'll blow up.

  Zhong Chun came out of the bathroom, having heard everything that had been said, and warned Yang Weizi not to be complacent. If his girlfriend really were to blow up, she wouldn't need him anymore. Yang Weizi grinned and said he had a sacrificial spirit, he only wanted his girlfriend to become popular. As for the consequences, he couldn't control them. They chatted for a while, then Yang Weizi left with Tao Hong. It was after 7 pm, the nightly CCTV news broadcast had just ended, and only the sisters remained in the room. They had not seen each other for a long time and there were many things to talk about. Zhong Qiu was worried about her sister's single status. Five years earlier, Zhong Chun and her husband had divorced. Afterward, people had introduced her to prospective husbands, but she hadn't found a compatible man. Zhong Chun told her younger sister that she wasn't anxious, and anyway, if there was a man in her destiny, he would be inescapable. If there wasn't, even if she went out in the streets looking for a man she couldn't find one.

  From Zhong Chun's tone, Zhong Qiu could tell that she had a boyfriend. Even though the sisters talked with each other about everything, Zhong Qiu didn't want to know too much about her sister's private life. She knew that Zhong Chun's lifestyle was very trendy, and that she frequently changed boyfriends. To use a popular expression, if a person had money they needed nothing. Zhong Chun was a major business player, but Zhong Qiu couldn't understand how she pulled off massive business deals while playing on her phone or playing mahjong at the office. Zhong Qiu was hoping Zhong Chun would invest in her television show. She had mentioned it seriously to her several times, and every time she broached the topic, Zhong Chun changed the subject, knowing the question and evading it. This evening, Zhong Qiu was prepared to have a good talk with her about this, but Zhong Chun seemed to sense it and didn't wait for her to begin. She said sternly: "Today let's only talk about personal things, not about work, OK?"

  Zhong Qiu said: "You don't really think I have designs on your money? To be honest, there are as many people ready to invest in the TV show as I could ever need. I don't care about your money that much!"

  Zhong Chun clicked her tongue and said: "Look, I said we're not allowed to talk about work, and you still want to talk about it. Tell me the truth, what's going on with that professor?"

  "What professor?"

  "The bookworm, the one who was sitting over there, not saying a word."

  Zhong Qiu finally understood that Zhong Chun meant Guo Lu and understood what she was leaving unspoken. Sure enough, Zhong Chun kept pursuing things, saying she'd heard in secret from Ma Deli that the previous evening there was just a lonely man and a lonely woman in the entire villa. Zhong Qiu said: "What do you mean?" Zhong Chun said: "I'm not saying anything. Tell me there's nothing going on with the bookworm." Zhong Qiu shook her head, saying: "How come you always get the wrong idea? It's like you think there isn't anything decent for men and women to do together besides fooling around." Zhong Chun started to laugh, saying: "None of this talk about decency. Do you think our father and that 'Auntie Bao' are doing anything decent now?"

  Zhong Qiu said: "Your words have no meaning. It's the wedding night, and he's in the bridal chamber with his old mistress. What are you so worried about?"

  Zhong Chun said: "Didn't you know? I have a bad habit of worrying about nothing."
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  Zhong Qiu's husband Wu Jing was a well-known movie actor who was far away on location, shooting a film outdoors. Zhong Qiu had already called and asked him whether he could come back to attend the wedding, and he had flatly said no, so she was prepared for him not to be there. Who would have thought he would burst in two hours after the banquet ended, dusty and road-weary from the drive? Wu Jing was shooting a Qing dynasty period piece, so the hair at the front of his forehead had been shaved off, leaving it comically smooth and shiny. His sudden appearance startled and pleased the Zhong sisters. Zhong Chun reached out to touch her sister's husband's forehead, saying, “You look really funny, why not wear a heat, or just shave it all off?” Zhong Qiu stood to one side blankly, not knowing what to say. After a bit, she said with irritation, “Why did you rush back if you said you weren't coming?”

  Wu Jing said: "Damn it, more than five-hundred kilometers on the road, I'm dead tired. I didn't know that part of the highway was being rebuilt, it was all dug up."

  Zhong Chun knew her brother-in-law had bought an imported car and she started talking with him about cars, because she had also just bought a sedan in the same class. The two of them talked about cars for a while, then Zhong Chun said: "You really are no good. We thought you weren't coming, and you might as well not have come, because we were going to spend an evening having a sisterly talk and now the plan is completely ruined. What should we do?" Wu Jing looked at Zhong Qiu and smiled, Zhong Qiu rolled her eyes and told him to go sleep in Old Wang's room because it was the only room where there was space for an extra bed.

  Zhong Chun said this wouldn't work, he'd come all this way so they could see each other, of course she would be tactful and not get in the way of this happy reunion. Zhong Qiu started to laugh, saying: "All right, you go sleep with Old Wang. I'm telling you, he is the greatest snorer in the world."

  Zhong Chun didn't know who Old Wang was, she only knew he was a man who made films with her younger sister. She picked up the phone and called Ma Deli to have her open up a room for her right away. She couldn't get through on the phone and, whichever number she called, they said they didn't know where the general manager was. Zhong Chun, a little irked, told one of the women on staff to open the room, but the woman at the front desk said without the manager here she couldn't just add rooms for guests. Zhong Chun said she and Ma Deli were schoolmates, shouldn't such a minor thing be easy? The woman kept repeating the same thing, so Zhong Chun said she would pay for the room herself. The woman at the reception desk said the rooms were completely full. Zhong Chun was furious. What are you talking about? The resort is enormous, there should be as many empty rooms as we need. The woman at the reception desk said that since it was the off-season, this building was the only one open in the entire resort. The other rooms had the electricity and water turned off. Zhong Chun was so angry she hung up, stupefied, and didn't say anything for a long time.

  Zhong Qiu gave Old Wang a call and asked him to rearrange the rooms while gloating to Wu Jing: "If he can't rearrange things, you'll have to go sleep with Old Wang."

  Wu Jing protested: "Sharing a room with anyone else would be fine, but if you put me with Old Wang, it would be better to kill me now. Old Wang snores like an earthquake, he's loud enough to wake the dead."

  Before long, Old Wang called back to say he had made arrangements. Zhong Chun would go to Zhong Xia's room and sleep with her sister-in-law Xu Fang, who said Zhong Xia would not be coming today in any case. Zhong Chun didn't want to share with Xu Fang but couldn't find a reason to object. She asked what would happen if Zhong Xia burst in during the night like Wu Jing. What would they do? Old Wang said this was impossible, Xu Fang had already called Zhong Xia, and he wouldn't be coming back today. After hanging up the phone, Zhong Qiu looked at Zhong Chun, who was at a loss, and took pity. She said, Never mind, Wu Jing can sleep with Old Wang. She knew Zhong Chun and their older brother's wife did not get along, and there was always unpleasantness. Zhong Chun sighed and said: "I'm just unlucky. It's a good day for the both of you, I'm superfluous, I'll be tactful and go somewhere else!" Zhong Chun went to her sister-in-law Xu Fang's room, but after just a few minutes she called again and asked for Zhong Qiu. Zhong Qiu took the phone from Wu Jing's hand and asked her what was the matter. Zhong Chun said, gasping with anger: "All right, I'll give you two hours. Then I'll come back to sleep there. Have Wu Jing find somewhere else to sleep. I'll give you two hours, is that enough?"

  Zhong Qiu didn't know whether to laugh or cry. She knew Zhong Chun must have run into some problem with Xu Fang, otherwise she would never change her mind again at the last minute. Wu Jing had heard and argued for a long time, with the result that he would still have to go sleep in Old Wang's room, with great reluctance. Zhong Qiu said there was no other way. Who told him to change his mind all of a sudden? There was one place for each person, and he'd arrived late, so no one had made arrangements for him. It served him right. Wu Jing said: "And what about your sister? What does she mean? Two hours, as if I came from so far away just to do that." Zhong Qiu said: "What does it matter to you what she means, there's nothing she can do." Wu Jing said: "Nothing she can do, so she has to take it out on us?" Zhong Qiu didn't want to keep talking with Wu Jing. His sudden appearance really had been a pleasant surprise, for a moment, because she'd thought he wouldn't travel so far, it hadn't been easy. Yet when the two of them were left alone in the room, Zhong Qiu discovered to her surprise that her original excitement had disappeared without a trace.

  Zhong Qiu had met Wu Jing when she worked in the propaganda troupe for the coal mine. At that time, they made a beautiful pair, like the Golden Boy and the Jade Maiden in the legend, so they often ended up rehearsing the programs together. After the Gang of Four was crushed, they both tested into the college of arts at the same time, one to study directing, the other to study acting. In many people's eyes, they had the same goals and aims, and seemed a match made in heaven. Later on the two of them, just as everyone expected, courted and married. In the blink of an eye they had been married for over a decade, both of them becoming successful in their careers, with enough celebrity that the press was fond of reporting on them. Over the past ten-plus years there had been more than a few resentments, but also reasons to be grateful: getting by without quarreling, without divorcing, seemed as good of an outcome as any other. For people in the entertainment business, there are some things that are useless arguing about; if the water is clear it means there are no fish, as the saying goes. Fortunately the two of them had few real opportunities to be together. They were both careerists, very polite when they saw each other, and when they were apart there was no thought of missing each other. Each had a separate sphere of activity, one of them now appearing in this film, the other starting to plan that television show. For a fairly long time, people reported that they were separated, and the suspected relationship between Wu Jing and a certain actress had already made the stars' gossip column published in the culture section of the newspaper.

  Zhong Qiu told Wu Jing to hurry up and take a shower first. Wu Jing stripped naked in front of Zhong Qiu, heading into the bathroom while continuing to talk with her. He asked how old the bride actually was. Zhong Qiu told him he should ask his father-in-law, since she wasn't sure how old Bao Qiaoling was now, but in any case she must be a few years younger than her father. Wu Jing said: "Before I came to the room, I went to the bridal chamber." The gurgle of the running water prevented Zhong Qiu from hearing what he said. She asked him to repeat it more loudly, so Wu Jing had to repeat it but asked her to come a little closer since his voice was already too loud. Zhong Qiu walked over to the door of the bathroom, separated by the shower curtain from Wu Jing as he washed his hair. He told her that as he was coming upstairs, he found out where the entrance to Zhong Tian's room was. The old man was sitting facing the entrance and happened to see him, so he went in to greet them, and there were only the two newlyweds in the completely deserted room.

  Zhong Qiu sneered: "My dad is hopeless. He's sitting there waiting for people to come tease the newlyweds, but no one's going to!"

  Wu Jing pulled back the shower curtain and said: "Why isn't there anyone to give the newlyweds a hard time when the whole building's full of guests?"

  Zhong Qiu said: "They were waiting for you to start, but you were too late!"

  So Wu Jing explained again what had happened in the road. Zhong Qiu didn't feel like listening, she told him to shower faster, turned around and left. Wu Jing said, laughing: "Why are you in such a hurry? We have two hours." He was trying to tantalize Zhong Qiu a bit, because their sex life had never been sensational, even though they had been married for more than a decade. You could say that the incompatibility had bothered them from the beginning. Wu Jing had compared Zhong Qiu metaphorically to a machine that wouldn't start. One time, not without sarcasm, he had called her "the perpetual virgin." Gossip about Zhong Qiu's sexual coldness had spread far and wide in the entertainment industry, and had become one of the excuses for Wu Jing's promiscuity. When he was contemplating seducing some actress, he never missed the chance to explain these difficulties clearly. He did this not only to justify his illegal behavior, but also to clear his conscience of any moral blame.

  Wu Jing emerged wrapped in a towel and, failing to notice the unhappy expression on Zhong Qiu's face, tried to entice her by saying they were going to start a revolution. Zhong Qiu did not want to disappoint Wu Jing today when, after all, she had asked him to come and, after all, he had driven all the way here, road-weary and covered in dust, from so far away. But she didn't want to accept Wu Jing's advances, as she now sadly discovered that there was none of that kind of passion in her body, only a drop of water on a sandy beach slipping rapidly away. She said apologetically to Wu Jing that she should probably take a bath, because she felt a little tired. Wu Jing forced a smile and said that when the time came, she was always a little tired. He tossed aside the towel he was wearing and got inside the covers naked, grabbing the remote control with the same movement and turning on the TV. The NBA finals were on TV, and he made an earnest show of watching the game and also of being excited.

  Zhong Qiu headed into the bathroom, feeling a genuine disappointment in herself. She couldn't figure out what was the matter with her internally. Wu Jing was completely right, she always seemed to hesitate at the critical moment. She couldn't focus her attention. As a director, when she explained the parts to the actors, she always criticized the ones who were not invested enough while filming, because a good actor puts art first and should not be distracted for any selfish personal reasons. She seldom included bedroom scenes in her television shows, and the shots of kissing or embracing were also very restrained. She was vehemently opposed to using sex to attract viewers, but if it was necessary to the storyline, she would make the male and female actors do their parts. When explaining the scene, in order for it to be lifelike, she might demonstrate in front of everyone how to embrace, how to kiss, and clarify in all seriousness exactly what degree of heat they should reach. She was especially dismissive of actresses who showed no restraint in ordinary life, but when the actual filming came, turned on a fake respectability and cried or shouted if they got bumped or touched a little.

  The television in the outer room was noisy, the announcer was overcome by the action in the game. Zhong Qiu, as she showered, couldn't help pricking up her ears to listen to the sound of activity outside. She felt that Wu Jing shouldn't watch the game at a time like this. If he was smart, he would come over and talk with her, rub her back for her, stroke her body. Zhong Qiu had always wanted a child and, even though she was busy with her filming, never thought she would be one of those career women who never have children. After being married for more than ten years without a child, she dragged Wu Jing with her to the hospital for an examination. The doctor's diagnosis was that there was a problem with their antibodies, they rejected each other, which affected the chances of pregnancy. An older doctor of traditional medicine gave the diagnosis that the man did not have enough sperm, and the woman's uterus was tilted slightly backward, so if they wanted a pregnancy, not only would it take medicine, they also needed to keep track of dates, to be careful about the particular time and place, and to coordinate their positions. Wu Jing was indifferent as to whether they had a child or not, and he couldn't stand these requirements and restrictions. They tried indifferently several times, without a result, before deciding to give up. With her increasing age, Zhong Qiu's desire to have a child grew stronger. She thought of having a test-tube baby, thought of artificial insemination, even thought of having a child with another man. When she talked about these ideas with Wu Jing, at first he giggled, then he said, half joking and half serious, if she really dared to do it, he would kill the man with his own hands. If a woman was looking for excitement from a strange man, that was one thing, but if it was only to borrow his seed, that was ridiculous. The modern "new woman," after all, was no longer a baby-making machine. He never imagined that Zhong Qiu's ideology would be so backwards.

  Zhong Qiu waited for a certain amount of time in the bathroom. When she stepped out, the NBA game was already over, and Wu Jing lay crossways on the pillow fast asleep. After driving the whole day, he was clearly tired, so tired he couldn't hold out. When Zhong Qiu told him to wake up, he said something and dazedly went back to sleep. The rising and falling of his snoring was enough to show that for him, at the moment, sleep was more urgent than sex. Zhong Qiu didn't have the heart to wake him up again, she took the remote control and scrolled through the channels to find a program she could watch. An old-school Hollywood romance was halfway over. Zhong Qiu watched casually for a while then, with some pique, she woke Wu Jing and told him to put on his clothes so Zhong Chun wouldn't have to see anything undignified when she came back. Wu Jing drowsily opened his eyes, not knowing for a moment where he was, then covered up with the shorts Zhong Qiu tossed to him, remaining bare-chested. He was sleeping, why did she have to shout so loudly? A little impatiently, Zhong Qiu picked up the phone and called Zhong Chun to come back for the night. Zhong Chun hadn't thought they would be so quick and asked stupidly: "Everything's finished?"

  Zhong Qiu couldn't help laughing and said: "What's this finished or not finished? You should come right over."


  6

  Guo Lu had been placed in a room with the Yang brothers. The room wasn't a standard layout, there was also a small room in the corner where a third bed could fit. Since Yang Weizi had brought Tao Hong on his own accord, there was no room assignment for her. He asked Guo Lu about giving Tao Hong the inner room to sleep in, and then the three men would sleep outside. Guo Lu could not come up with a reason to oppose this. The night before he and Zhong Qiu had been the only people in the building, and he had two beds to himself; the next night, beds and bedding were suddenly scarce, with four people, one of whom was a woman, assigned to three beds. The guest should not inconvenience the host, and Guo Lu thought if he had known about this earlier he wouldn't have attended Zhong Qiu's father's wedding.
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