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  Dedication




  This story begins on the night of Christmas Eve, 1983. The root source of all events were to proceed from that one night. It decided everyone's fate, and it was unavoidable for decades to come…




  This night was to be the final mark left in public memory about Lu Danqing. He sprouted up that night like a newborn, yet shriveled down to the ground till his very death. Due to its ties to romance and life, this memory was to be forever extended, expertly spiced up, swallowed whole, and meticulously digested…




  The book is hereby solemnly dedicated to Lu Danqing's nineteen year-old life.




  Chapter One: 1984




  "In twenty minutes-no, only eighteen-you'll be gone. The dead and living will each find their proper place. What's there to say? How ridiculous it is that all I can think to do is struggle to remember how you looked as a baby taking a bath, laying in the wooden tub all sparkly white and chubby, babbling goo-goo ga-ga, with your fat, tender fingers splashing up water! In a flash you're grown up, yet in another flash, you're marked for death. How can I be expected to abandon you-I'm not even old yet!"




  A Dirty Dance




  [1]




  The winter of 1983 was in most ways the same as the winter of '82-Mother Earth was likewise oppressive and her landscapes were painted in the same monotonous colors. It was a time when entertainment in any form was discouraged and even Christmas went unmentioned (…doesn't it seem ridiculous just to think about it?) The newspapers just listed off some annual steel and grain production figures and reported on some progressive-minded employees who persevered in their hard work. People were happy just to get a towel and New Year's card from their labor unit1.




  But Lu Danqing just couldn't ignore Christmas as the common man in the street would. Though it was just his first year in college, he felt like a completely reincarnated man in vibrant, new flesh. He did, after all, have his own bold style and outlook. But no-this is Christmas. How could it be just another day? It's a holiday that any real college student should be celebrating! What's more, he had several years of visual arts' study under his belt and had copied a good stock of oil paintings. Western art…how beautiful and youthful it is! Such freedom-and how inexplicable, yet impossible to ignore!




  He and his congenial college friends, who were perfectly suited to him, started discussions two months ahead of time and conspired in countless ideas and plots. It was a process that got too complicated and irritating, so they opted to start skipping the details. In a word, they finally carved it in stone: their group would have a dance-a dignified dance, and the best imaginable-just like in novels and movies.




  Once confirmed, it was ready like an arrow cocked back and aimed at a far and wide target, which was certain to be shot. Goal-oriented men, whether it be in conduct or discourse, easily stand out from everyone else.




  Lu Danqing and his partners all had a gut feeling that this winter was going to be different from all others. In this crossroads of the old and new years, they were concocting a highly romantic, fashionable and fantastic brew. They were the leaders and pioneers of their time, like the sun at eight or nine in the morning, shining a spring light of warmth and excitement over a drab and dreary winter.




  Dance? Sounds like total hogwash! But really, there's nothing difficult in the world-you just have to make up your mind, walk your talk, and all roads eventually lead to Rome. A student in our class took the initiative in providing a location. His father was a Tibetan-assistance cadre who always stayed with his mother in his maternal grandfather's house. His own house was empty with no one living there the whole year round, so borrowing it for a night was a cinch. As for Lu Danqing, he knew a student who was responsible for looking after the audio system in the campus public announcements room and who could get his hands on some very good music tapes that would make anyone twist his hips. There was also someone responsible for borrowing a four-speaker boombox (the kind you can carry while you dance) from a non-alumnus. And still yet there was a campus activities planner who swore he could ask a friend in the school auditorium to help in getting something like a color backdrop for the stage. They were even thinking of putting up a few rows of golden crepe flowers, lighting color candles, and using the lighting for some atmosphere. If we all could rub our nickels together, we could buy snacks and red wine and line them up along the window sill. Then we could let everyone stand by the window looking out into the nightscape while sipping wine and whispering in each other's ears…It all sounds so wonderful…




  Thus the organization commenced two weeks before the dance with Lu Danqing in the lead, rushing around almost like a rebel chief, dishing out all kinds of duties in every direction like a drill sergeant. As for music, there needed to be a mix of both romantic piano and reliable dance tunes. The wine didn't need to be too expensive, but the color should be good. The crepe flowers should be the shiny kind…Due to over-excitement, Danqing was being a bit mysterious (and he did so intentionally), and though it certainly never needed to be a big secret, Danqing required all the young men to act like underground revolutionaries as he set the example, maintaining mystery and caution. On the sports field when they were around students not in the know, they'd exchange glances in a unique code language, occasionally feigning to cough amid certain public coincidences and blowing whistles…all of which were accompanied by carefully thought out movements. They were like the catalysts used in chemistry class that were reacting down a succeeding chain, as if in all of them were going to catch fire and even explode when that terminal night finally arrived.




  Then there was only a loathsome calendar, sluggishly pacing along like a hospital patient and forcing them to stand and eagerly await in dire impatience. December twenty-fourth! December twenty-fourth!




  Having surreptitiously planned minutiae and procedures, it was only until the last minute that they woke up out of their daze and understood. It was like a sudden discovery. Wow, all the active participants are young men! What about young women? What about female dance partners? It's hard to imagine that the most critical part of the dance's composition was nothing but a question mark. How impetuous and over-confident they were to have overlooked it!




  Actually, this necessary and important issue, female dance partners, was always there and duly noted, but it was serious enough that everyone had somehow taken special consideration to avoid it.




  So finally a meeting was called into session.




  Where could these partners be found? The eleven young men-including Danqing-were in a meeting hushing each other and exchanging curt phrases. They were given very little slack. The young women in our class or major? No, they'd surely spoil the secret. (That's strange. Why would they care about spoiling it? It was as if the dance had to remain a secret to remain a real dance!) Female non-alumni are unfamiliar, odd, and hard to contact. Former high school girlfriends-that wouldn't work. They don't fit in and would be scared to come, even if they didn't have to dance. As they hemmed and hawed, everyone was a bit clueless, a bit saddened, and almost frightened as if their dance were going to die in the cradle.




  …Oh. My sister has a good friend, very pretty and energetic, who's a senior in high school. She came over my house once to hang out. I can call her and have her bring some girlfriends along. However…I'm afraid…there was a student hesitating to say something, and his facial expression was somehow tinged with pride.




  What are you afraid of? How could anything go wrong? Everyone bustled up to smother his voice as if their lives depended on it, absolutely not letting him talk.




  I'm not afraid of you guys-I'm afraid of her! Surely she's not your average player. She's passionate and a bit assertive. She stops at nothing. You all have to remember she grew up in a military compound since she was little, and she's quite bossy.




  Yeah, yeah, everyone joined in, wishing they could toss him away. What stops at nothing this, what pushy that-ignoring and forgetting it all. Hence the issue of female dance partners was hurriedly settled, as in any case there was no other way and, for better or for worse, that was that.




  After that, they were blissfully ignorant, rejoicing in what they thought was an exceptionally successful meeting. However, to be honest, not a single one of them could actually dance ballroom, but they'd never have admitted it. What's there to know about dancing?! What's more, think about it-you can make a pose when dancing with her: one hand hugging her slim waist from behind, the other hand enveloping her ice-cold fingers, the bottom of your chin on the tip of her forehead, whispering in her ear. She'll take a wrong step and step on your feet, she'll accidentally fall into your embrace-is there anything better in the world than that?




  Hehe. All the young men could almost hear their own muscles and joints silently being stretched and flexed. Really, they needed to dance all too badly-they needed it from inside their armpit hairs, biceps brachii, hip joints, and every drip of blazing hot blood-they needed it. Ah, to be eighteen or nineteen years old and have that full body of energy. Enough said.




  [2]




  Then on that day after they'd waited for ages, after waiting so long they just about go crazy, the day had come.




  It should be noted well that the weather was bone-chilling. Many were wearing the ever-popular white or prune-colored neck gaiters-pretty, yes, but it made everyone look a bit daft, as if they were missing a chunk. This made Danqing indignant. He furrowed his brows, thinking of the foreign films he'd seen where the men were all in suits and the women all had bare necks and arms…so you couldn't have told him they were going to dance with scrunched heads and holding their cotton winter jackets. His imagination disgruntled and agitated him, and the sky darkened as he bitterly gave up thinking about it.




  Eating a bland dinner in the cafeteria-whether you're excited or upset, a damned meal, like some sort of feeding time-was always like that, and we'd just want to get it over with. Everyone borrowed a bike, and eleven people like a vast throng set out for the apartment that one helpful student had offered. Up to this moment, Danqing, as the organizer, was still melancholy and on the brink of worrying himself sick. He feared he'd imagined the event to be miraculously good, but in reality, it was going to be a big mess. Aye, a dance. I should have never got the idea. It's already a total failure. But the other guys were in an entirely alternate mindset, happily hooting and hollering the whole way as if the road were a red carpet laid curb to curb and sprawling up to a fantastic palace.




  The helpful student was inside. It was Danqing's first time being there, and indeed it was an official's domicile, filled with rooms-four little rooms, perhaps. Under his feet was a old thinly-planked wooden floor. The table had a checker table cloth, and the dark-red velvet curtains bestowed upon the interior an auspicious and calm atmosphere.




  He turned on the radiators. Without looking further he could see the apartment was a leftover from a bygone era in which radiators were a baseline amenity. The student was short, small, and had small hands and feet-but being in his own place he was more comfortable and at ease. This only made Danqing more upset. It was odd, but he didn't like other people being more at ease than himself.




  When are they coming? A student was passing out cigarettes as one hung from his mouth and he crack crack played with a lighter, offering as he looked from the side. His formed his queries without subjects, but everyone understood. It was an especially degenerate expression when he asked, and he was like a villain from a movie-quite provocative.




  This unexpectedly gave Danqing a devious tickle, and his bad mood that started on the way in had ended right there. He couldn't smoke and thus refused. For some of them it was their first time, and they immediately started coughing woefully. Ah, the first Christmas! The first dance! The first smoke! Some of them let out audible sighs, as if reciting awkward, improvised poetry with a passionate slant.




  Ostensibly right after that voices of female students echoed up from the stairwell-their steps, huffing, boisterous laughter, plunking things on the floor, screams-via the amplification and transmission unique to a stairwell's space, there was a palpable echo and resonance. Danqing was suddenly put off, or even distressed, ardently hoping there'd be a moment's pause. Without knowing why, he was unwilling to see them so soon. He'd imagined there'd be a long, meandering wait. They should be late, standing them up, and not bursting on the scene in such a direct manner…




  Under the moment's pressure he changed his mind and asked for a cigarette, which he clumsily lit. The others all went to the door to greet the young women, but quickly retreated further back into the apartment, going straight to the windows panes. He took a hard drag on his cigarette and choked himself into a long concatenate of coughs which made him feel useless. He held the first (and aye, also the last) cigarette he was to have in that life. He didn't smoke again the whole night, because all the young men were smoking constantly and without a care, like adults chain smoking in a smoke-filled room…in any case he didn't need any more smoke, as he was already in deep enough of a haze.




  The young women’s' sound and beings had already fully entered the room's embrace. They'd thus become distinct, though dispersed, and no longer mysterious. But Danqing stood stubbornly along the windows, exhausted and thirsting as he anxiously planned to join them after finishing his smoke.




  Some of the young men started cracking up a storm of jokes, some quite apparently prepared before the dance. There was even a guy going around to each of the young women exclaiming, "Merry Christmas! Happy New Year!"2in a truly foreign manner, making everyone light up with mirth. Danqing perked up his ears and soon he could hear there were about six young women. Paired with eleven young men, that was basically a two to one ratio, like a scientific reagent. Then the clamor of pouring drinks and moving chairs, saying thanks, you're welcome, have a seat here please, let's start…the boombox's four speakers were maxed out as the music made its ceremonious and somewhat ear piercing start. He'd finished his first cigarette.




  [3]




  He finally turned his head around when a young woman nearby started taking off her outer layers of clothing. The other young women were standing around at something of a distance and had only shed their gaiters or scarves, but the woman nearby was whisking off her jacket. Is it really that hot in here? Danqing realized that she was the "passionate, assertive" student that the young man spoke of earlier and the veritable captain of the female dance partner team and the one who invited all the other young women.




  She wore a red ski jacket with interlocking stripes of gold in the collar and cuffs which was very fashionable in those days, and it sparkled when she moved. Both her arms stretched out behind her, and her head turned to the side as her chest was pushed forward.




  It was a very familiar pose, similar to the one seen in an obscure oil painting of a voluptuous female model. But the model was pulling something like a shawl down on her back, and furthermore there wasn't a thread obscuring the body, denuding a strong and fit bosom-this momentary segue surprised and captivated Danqing. Or maybe it was just a mirage induced by the cigarette. In a fleeting moment, just like a well-practiced and accomplished painter, he could capture the physical characteristics of the student…his years of research and practice on nudes in myriad oil paintings was suddenly concrete and pulsing with blood at almost an arm's reach with a bold delineation and an inimitable temperature and flavor.




  When her jacket off, she waved her head left to right, with her hair cascading downward onto a new surface, the sweater, and she aimlessly handed the pleasantly-warm ski jacket over to Danqing. It was all so casual and nice! He was somewhat lost in space as his mind drifted to coat rooms often described in foreign novels. She was the eidetic image of a duchess, as he played her lowly servant…Suddenly, someone turned off the overhead light, leaving nothing on but colored-paper tinged glimmers. They were a circle of candles pre-lit and placed along the floor molding, flickering with light lunging back and forth. Then there were curt announcements in an exaggerated tone of voice, whistles and applause…Danqing listened but didn't catch much of it-there was a fog in his brain and an ostensible ring reverberating in his ears. It was likely the cigarette making him sick.




  By means of the colored candles' glow, by means of the dusky light's protective embrace, there were a few couples getting on the dance floor. Wide-soled shoes with raised heels started tapping out a haphazard rhythm, and observers were clapping along in an intentionally disordered meter as if stomping up a vernal pulse. Ah, the spring of 1984. Perhaps events like these are how spring comes around every year.




  Come on, let's dance, too. She refused to remain a wallflower, making a move in Danqing's direction. She had big eyes, yet they weren't naive or reflective of pain past. He took constant retakes as if nearsighted, as if afflicted with blurry vision. However he could tell she had on lipstick, which seemed luxurious and ceremonious, but simultaneously imbued with its aggressive hue.




  A military compound…assertive…these phrases vaguely flashed through his brain, and with no time to think of anything else, he accepted her hand and headed for the dance floor. The floor boards complained and vulgar music blared, but Danqing truly felt that when they took their first momentous step together, everything around them glittered like gold! He clumsily stepped to the beat, limbs erect, like a cripple pushing around a prosthesis-but could there have been a cripple in the world as lucky as he was?




  My name's Si Jia. She raised her head gracefully, saying what sounded to be a translation as she circled around Danqing in undulations-he was holding her hand, stiffly shifting like the pivot point of a sundial.




  Dancing is my favorite sport now-the full-body movement, how everything spins around. You know what? I could even dance a stellar waltz with a mop handle!




  The other guys were probably chatting along with their dance partners, but Danqing wouldn't have heard any of it. His focus was locked on the space between he and his partner-and the air, a thin air which separated their nicely warm bodies-such an insignificant yet eternally insurmountable space that prevented all bodily contact. Danqing suddenly thought of a joke he once heard: an old man was selling candy and he asked a drooling child next to him, You want some? The child shook his head and said, I really don't want to have some. That's right-being so close to a young woman, you actually have to think this way: don't hold or hug, don't touch…




  He made the most stimulating score. Just concentrating on his hands could have driven him crazy. It was his first time holding a young woman's hand for so long. Si Jia's hand was so small and smooth, that he feared he'd lose grip…and to add to the challenge, she alternated between having their palms together and apart, their fingers intertwined or with her hand cupped his, from loose to tight fists that touched together3…Wow! Can the other young men feel it? It's so stimulating-like prose read right out of a book…




  They did on occasion exchange some words, but they came out a bit stiff. It's good that she liked talking about her height (Why that would be, I wouldn't know.) She said she likes ice skating and plays a keyboard sometimes. Without the slightest apprehension she criticized Danqing's skin color and hair, then suddenly satirized a classmate, all without giving it a thought. Humph! He doesn't have a beard yet! He doesn't have even the slightest bit of muscle! That callow boy annoys me the most! I like, yeah…older men-a lot older men…old men, even…




  She seemed to be speaking for dramatic effect, with furrowed brows and nervous lips. Danqing had never before run into a young woman with such an unbridled and bemusing style. He admitted to himself that even if she didn't have any physically stimulating traits, her personality alone would have captivated him.




  They heated up as they danced. At that point the other young women took off their jackets, too. Their hand-woven, common sweaters, though nothing amazing to look at, stirred the heart on such a candle-lit night. The young men got even more riled up and rushed to take off their winter jackets. There was one guy, that is, the master of the house, who revealed a tie from under his jacket, looking quite handsome…everyone poured glasses of wine with great formality, clinking their glasses together and blowing rings of smoke. Si Jia and another young woman also had cigarettes that someone lit. They very rarely smoked, but did it just to hold it and pose as a smoker, billowing out cloud after cloud. But it somehow made her look like a spy or a social butterfly of some sort. In conclusion, the atmosphere was nasty, and like the smell that veiled the interior, it was choking and intoxicating.




  They went back to dancing after a short break.




  Because young women were in the minority, some young men on the sidelines from the last dance got up for another round, jumping into the women's embrace…some of the women feigned complaints, huffing and puffing: Can't you see we're tired? You get a regular break, but we're going nonstop! Geez!




  Just listen to these exciting words! It was as if montage of going up in turns had some vague, maddening "badness" about it-the young women dancing nonstop and the young men swapping! Swapping-what a shocking way to play!




  In conclusion, Danqing had to step out around and watch another man hold Si Jia for a dance. Danqing sat on the sideline watching and gritting his teeth in particular dislike for the young man replacing him, the one who offered his place and was even wearing a tie…




  To appease himself, Danqing simply re-evaluated Si Jia in detail. Her form was particularly upright, as if she were a limp marionette pulled up by a wire. Her sweater was just about too tight, and on every dance you could see slight jiggles in her chest and waves undulating under her sweater…her lower limbs were agile, alone and helpless, acting in concert with her hips and behind, forming every kind of uniquely gorgeous angle and posture…




  Danqing subconsciously let his hand seek out some paper and a pencil in his pocket-he picked up this habit from a young art department teacher's assistant who was smartly suave, but Danqing rarely had the opportunity nor courage to do it himself. Though inspired to have a go, he still knew his current skill level wouldn't fully catch the sense of Si Jia's limbs and grace-aye, he wouldn't catch but a meager trace of her. But what could he do? He couldn't just let it all fly by-it was too beautiful, too rare-and when would such a golden opportunity come to his way again?




  Danqing held his breath, feigning experience as he sketched, working out the lines, the calves, the chest and neck…




  [4]




  Suddenly there was a knock at the door. It wasn't a loud knock, but it had a serious tone.




  The master of the house dropped Si Jia's hands and went to the door. When he opened it, a dried-up and frail middle-aged woman stood at the threshold. She carefully stretched her leg inside, using her hand to lightly fan away a noseful of smoke, carefully sizing up the grand circle of young men and women. Some of the young women were wearing bright red skirts, which particularly caught her attention, as if she were a seamstress studying another's handiwork. She then went so far as to find the shut-off light on the ceiling, her eyes pausing over the candles and crepe flowers-and also things like butts on the floor and wine on the window sill. It was a long process, and moreover her facial expression, the mirror image of a botched portrait, was unusually abstract. I'm from the neighborhood committee. We just got a report from a resident that there's a lot of noise up here…Tisk, tisk. Just who are all of you? Isn't this Party Secretary Li's house?




  So what? I am Secretary Li's son…Having Christmas in my own home and a little dance with our college friends-Why would I have to report this to you, ma'am? With young women as an audience, the student put on a good show of his tough attitude. He had bubble gum in his mouth which was lightly floating between the rows of his teeth.




  Well, in that case fine, you can keep going, but don't be a nuisance. Keep the noise level down. She'd changed her mind in what seemed like a split second, retracting her leg, and disappearing without a trace. Why would this seemingly impossible woman suddenly turn into a child, for whom just a sucker'd suffice to shut up?




  Ah forget it. Let's not spoil the good mood. Let's keep it going!




  Like a refrain after a rest, everyone acted with a victorious lack of restraint, lifting their wine glasses in succession and slamming down glasses of ice-cold wine. Someone changed the tape over to dance music, getting everyone to start twisting their hips. Wow, that feels good, working your butt down with all you've got-a little to the left, a little to the right, and a little to the front and back. Hard, harder! Go to the extreme! Is winter still here? Why'd anyone still be wearing their winter coat? It's boiling-take it off…take it all off! Stripping down nude would feel even better!




  Danqing rested from the dance floor, scrambling for more paper, sketching out Si Jia's momentary form again. The way she twists is contagious-like a maniac, tossing her hair around, twisting her waist, sticking her chest out and swinging out her hip bone like that! Danqing's pencil was just about vibrating, and his ideas were impossible to put to paper. What a wonderful, convenient coincidence that he'd learned a sketching trick or two and could eke out a little souvenir for Si Jia…




  The dancing left all the guys and gals exhausted and burning hot. The music stopped, and everyone spread out in all directions looking for a place to rest.




  They all went into the side and back rooms. They all wanted to air themselves out-the young men grouped up and untucked their cotton and wool shirts, and the young women, also staying together, tucked their hair up high.




  Si Jia stayed in the living room, stroking her warm hair sticking on her temples and stripping down more without a care in the world. Under her sweater was a cotton, collarless button-up shirt with a sweet pink color like you'd find in a warmly-toned nude portrait.




  Whatcha doing? She came up close and cozy, grabbing Danqing's paper to fan herself. She suddenly stopped herself short.




  Well look at what we have here…you're an artist! Are you a Dadaist? An animist? A cubist? Then she impressively dropped the names of several renowned painters, showing that when it came to art she wasn't completely ignorant. She bolstered her tone almost sarcastically when she talked, but there was a hint of admiration in her facial expression. What was on her mind? It could have been something else altogether. Danqing was completely at a loss as she wiped off sweat and perused his drawings with what was possibly a smile on her face.




  Danqing was thoroughly ashamed of his hastily doodled, crude lines and vague body parts, which not only looked foreign to art, but boldly provoked a perverse interpretation instead…he held the pencil firmly in his fingers, seeing her body like a ball of fire, dangerously rolling towards him. In a flash and an extreme confusion like a free-fall through the clouds, every image or phrase he'd seen about sex came charging at him like an unbridled horse that would quickly trample him to pieces. He pathetically reached out to Si Jia, possibly reaching for those shameful sketches-or to that place, ever pink…




  Execution Night




  [1]




  This is our last goodbye, Danqing-my son! I'd have never believed it that we, father and son, would ever be permanently separated like this.




  There's a deafening clamor in the streets right now. It's a thundering, threatening event the likes of which haven't been seen here in quite some time, I'd guess. There's a crowd, huge and ecstatic, that's come out to watch on as criminals are punished in public. It stretches from Xinjiekou all the way past Shuixi Gate4, which is where you're going to be executed. Keeping up with these highly consequential developments, the PA system keeps repeating the same news, with a male announcer broadcasting a script: "Relevant authorities aim to resolutely implement 'The Chinese Communist Party Politburo's Decision Concerning the Strict Punishment of Criminal Offenses', in a grave, rapid and severe manner, striving for 'visible results in two years, improved conditions in three years, ensuring public security and the fundamental amelioration of our social atmosphere…" His voice is truly pleasing to the ear. It's justified, collected, and has a penetrating tone. But this is the voice announcing your death sentence. "…The offender, a nineteen year-old male named Lu Danqing, is guilty of committing (along with his accomplices) gang promiscuity on the twenty-fourth of December, 1983, subjecting in a grave plot and with deleterious social consequence an underage woman to rape…it has been determined by the court to be hooliganism5in flagrante delicto, deserving the sentence of death, slated for immediate implementation, and the permanent negation of all political rights…"




  Your mother is in the other room crying and biting the corner of a blanket, keeping the noise suppressed in her belly like a whimpering animal.




  This moment…is heavy as a boulder. The two of us can do nothing but sit at home like this and wait…wait for your image and death pronouncement to be projected onto a big screen-and wait start mourning your evanescent life. Due to the stigma of the crime, our family and friends can't easily visit or call us, but for this we're thankful in our hearts. Including the neighbors circling around to avoid us, the students lowering their heads pretending not to see, and the slow, tactful words of professors-we're exceedingly forgiving and grateful for all of it. I'll venture a guess: this behavior of theirs is not due to hating or discriminating against you, but rather being at a loss for how to approach me and talk about you-or even about what happened with you. The best empathy, we've found, is for them to drop the issue.




  In twenty minutes-no, only eighteen-you'll be gone. The dead and living will each find their proper place. What's there to say? How ridiculous it is that all I can think to do is struggle to remember how you looked as a baby taking a bath, laying in the wooden tub all sparkly white and chubby, babbling goo-goo ga-ga, with your fat, tender fingers splashing up water! In a flash you're grown up, yet in another flash, you're marked for death. How can I be expected to abandon you-I'm not even old yet!




  Danqing, my child. You know that dad was always a materialist, but it's been too cruel to keep that faith these days. I can't let you disappear without a trace into the vacuum of materialism, without one strand of hair left. I'd rather believe there's a soul, reincarnation, and a next life. This way, it seems like you still exist in some place. This way I can still eat normally, teach my students, and even watch TV and read books.




  However, reincarnation brings up other vexing issues. For example the bodiless souls of criminals cannot pass Naraka Bridge (Naraka means hell in Sanskrit), while the good are allowed over without question-how will you make it over the bridge, my child? I'm really worried for you, but I know that as your crime is not so grave you won't fall into the abyss below. I never tell this to anyone because I'd be making a fool of myself. But I want to tell this to you on a personal level-no matter what it was that you did. Child, I believe you don't deserve the death penalty and that you'll certainly and safely pass.




  Moreover, child, after passing Naraka Bridge, you'll see a five-flavored tea of forgetfulness6, and they say that drinking it makes you forget all worldly affairs. Danqing my child, you must remember at all cost-don't drink it! No matter what, your dad will never abandon you, and surely you've no need to abandon us and leave without a trace. At nineteen years, your life has just begun, so why leave it all behind? Dad will always write letters for you like this, and telling you what's happening after your parting is the same as letting you stay alive among men. You'll always have someone to talk to in me…




  Also, Danqing, even now I still don't know what in the world you did on Christmas night. From the time it happened to now, three months later, these three perilous months-my child, we only saw each other twice under strict supervision from the prison guards, and this left us without the slightest chance of having a real conversation. I couldn't interrogate you about what it was you did, ultimately, and how on earth it was that death had become a part of the equation…what a terrible nightmare! Things can never return to normal.




  I'm sorry, son, but I can't continue writing. It's your mother's third time fainting, and I know it's almost 10:40…pretty much your time to "hit the road". It's as if a big hole was punched in my chest and howling winter winds are blowing into me and freezing me to the bone.




  This is our last goodbye!




  [2]




  No dad, it's not scary; it's not as scary as you think. Things we don't understand like the universe, technology, being handicapped, and death tend to get exaggerated by casual observers.




  I remember when I was little you took me for a walk and we came upon a blind child, and because I pitied him, I, out of my own weakness, started crying. I thought being unable to see all the colors in the rainbow, he'd be better off dead. But when I was done crying I actually saw out the corner of my eye that he was smiling! He was touching a big balloon in his hands, and because he could feel a new texture on the balloon, he was happy as a clam.




  So I'll put it this way: dearest father, now I'm just like that blind child. So don't feel sorry for me-I have a big balloon! It's as simple as basic math. I made a mistake, and then I died. Isn't everyone going to die? Who can say with certainty which way or which reason is best? The way anyone dies must often seem coincidental or preposterous, but ultimately, it must be an appropriate death…




  I don't regret it, really. I've experienced the greatest beauty in the world, and it was this same beauty which finally determined my death.




  In this moment, it's insignificant. I'm just sad for you and mom. The way my sentencing was worded, "gang promiscuity and rape of a female minor", surely gave you a big scare. It must have completely invalidated your honor and made it impossible to go outside the home or even just to talk to someone. I know you guys-especially you, dad-have always had a pristine image, made good examples for others and held up a high moral standard, like the way you walked around the library at dusk and reservedly greeted only those familiar with you with a nod…




  Aye. If it were only just to let you be the way you are, I wish I'd died some other way!-like being run over and killed by a car, getting a cramp and drowning in a swimming pool, dying of malignant cancer, being accidentally killed by thieves-all in all, any way would have been better than then being executed with a shot to the head for "hooliganism". But what can you do? I so happen to be shamefully dead from committing a sleazy act, disgracing all the honor you ever had. So for the way I died, I give you my deepest apologies, and I offer you an apology deeper than death itself.




  The way an uncovered dumptruck sways back and forth and travels at a constant speed with the grace of a slow-motion sequence…it all enchants me and pulls me away. When I was run through the streets on public display, I momentarily found something alluring about the scene before me-I could even feel a sense of deja-vu, as it was-after all-my childhood playground, Nanjing-the bamboo poles strung with clothes for little kids, the sale placards with hand-written characters displayed on storefronts, the hidden side-street faucets dripping, a ragged newspaper blowing in the wind, a shabby bike on its side…strange how these nothings misplaced along the streets lured my eyes as I watched on, enthralled and unblinking. How beautiful and vibrant a scene it was!




  A guy next to me, also nabbed for "hooliganism in falgrante delicto", put his head on my shoulder and cried…he even wet his pants. Seeing me apparently unaffected, someone knocked my head with something from behind, cursing in a low voice. You beast-your parents raised you for nothing! Here you're about to die and you're still pretending not to flinch!




  Well I wasn't pretending. In a moment like that, who'd I be kidding? What's the point? In fact, I even looked down into the crowd without blinking, though I knew you certainly weren't there-but I still had to look at those faces, small as soybeans, as I blindly surveyed one face after the other…perhaps I wasn't looking for you but someone else…but likewise she surely wasn't there, just as anyone related to me wouldn't be there. I was fated to give strangers a good show and let them stare on as I was being put to death. And fine. It was simple and direct.




  However, the expression on their faces, to be precise, was actually expressionless. There were only mouths, all of which were gaping wide, and looking from afar I could only see one empty mouth after the other, as if they weren't using their eyes but their mouths to swallow up the excitement. Those mouths, aside from starvation, were even revealing some sort of unfathomable suspicion, as if unable to believe that a row of youths apparently so young and smartly dressed were just about to be put to death and turned into a gust of wild and lonely phantoms…




  A Hooligan's Sketch




  [1]




  …What happened after Danqing reached over to Si Jia almost defies explanation. What actually was to take place could perhaps be seen as a chain of struggles-each of them fighting themselves, the two of them fighting each other, and them fighting with the world outside.




  There was a moment between them with a distance decidedly sluggish to being conquered. It seemed forever insurmountable, with Danqing's hand suspended in air, lunging slowly as if bearing a crushing burden-he tried his hardest to pull back and rein in his illusions of her flesh, but was it possible? As if condensed into oils on canvas, he wanted to stop moving. But like a nude on canvas stepping out of a painting and into real life, it was impossible. As if hypnotized by a curse, he couldn't be his true self. He'd finally reached her very being with his perfectly-on-target hand (precisely as a hooligan would) on Si Jia's bosom. Separated only by the paper thin, petite button-up sweater, they'd achieved unlimited vicinity.




  He boldly looked into her eyes as she unfailingly returned his attention. Danqing paused in that moment, and like a child having candy in his mouth for the first time, he pretended he never started and thus had no need to stop.




  But why couldn't he stop right there? Wouldn't he be scared to choke on this candy? Alas, no-the reason he ultimately couldn't stop was the half askance look Si Jia gave him during her long, fixed gaze. She was using her eyes to light his lamp and show him the way…she was surely encouraging him. It also could have been that she was struggling with herself in her mind-should she lift her eyes or lower them; should she turn her body to the side or stay still? In only that passing and subtle flash, the slightest move could completely change the direction of unfolding events.




  The hidden struggle within then turned into a struggle between two people.




  The battle field was Si Jia's dramatic curves, and the weapons over which they vied were Danqing's hands-unruly weapons which completely abandoned their master's reason, starting from the chest and gradually losing all rational control. They brandished both fierce strength and suicidal courage, yet they maintained their skill, flexibility and sensitivity. On the battlefield they attacked all enemy flanks, pinching, squeezing and kneading…she contested as anyone would, but it wouldn't have seemed to be resistance. It was actually more of a covert cooperation, as if she were somehow trying to rob him of his weapons yet fire them up or lead them to some tactically advantageous, higher ground at the same time. She was rising and falling, twisting and turning, huffing and puffing in his embrace, going so far as to leave her mouth agape to release a grumble from her throat. It was as if she wanted to bite the air, bite someone, or bite the whole world.




  Oh God. What a subtle yet advanced experience. He wished he could only cry out: her body, so soft yet so firm, so vast, and yet so petite. Everything he had learned in art books about the female form, everything he had dreamed about in countless nights about its shape, all the advantages of his imagined women…were all vibrantly brought together in this moment on Si Jia's body!…




  For a time he thought he'd achieved unlimited vicinity, but no. Very soon he was exceedingly unsatiated, truly feeling as if he were a mountain range away. What could be done? What was his maximum approximation to her? He wanted to find the door of complete entry, otherwise…




  [2]




  He couldn't wait for that otherwise, and he couldn't explode in that particular way, as their contact was far from being so passionate. In fact what he sensed to be an earth-shattering struggle would only amount to an extremely fleeting couple of minutes. His hand had only taken a few grabs at Si Jia's chest on her sweater-but his swaying and shaking viewfinder blew everything he saw out of proportion.




  Furthermore, after those two subtle minutes with Si Jia, the young men and women in the smaller rooms had apparently finished their break and started emerging one after the other, some using the restroom, some going to the kitchen to wash an apple-Danqing quickly retreated his whole being, moreover making a hurried attempt at recapturing the sketch papers which had just then dropped on the floor. He bent over to pick up the papers, his face completely flushed, only to let the sweat from all over his body rapidly flow down like a small creek. Strange how he wouldn't go out on the dance floor, and yet he felt himself to be hotter than anyone else-hot enough to go jump in the sea. He lifted his head to see her only to see that her face was also very red and emanating a strange light.




  They were probably the only ones that were so hot, as some of the others felt cold and were even putting their winter jackets back on. Someone was mumbling while turning over the dance music tape, and he wanted to return to the dance floor and warm himself up.




  Oh, my stomach hurts. Is there any medicine in the house? Si Jia suddenly stood up and walked into a small room, casually opening one drawer after the other looking for medicine. Oh, here's some pain killers…Danqing, give me a glass of cool water and close the door, she ordered resolutely.




  OK. Water. Danqing mechanically stretched the glass out into the room with sketch papers in the other hand, but he was extremely anxious standing at the door. Should the door be closed as before, or generously open wide? Surely it's okay to close it when there's one person inside-but what about with two people? What's the most appropriate way to handle this? Deep in his mind he'd like to seal the door up, but how blatant would that be! Wouldn't it make them all laugh? Danqing stood at the frame of the door like a wooden stake, staring blankly as if facing the gravest decision in life.




  Come on in! Si Jia cheerlessly hastened. Danqing could only loosen his grip, and he left the door half open and half closed. The door sat there like a guy who still had a shred of humanity, and it stopped at a 60-degree angle. Phew! Danqing let out a sudden sigh of relief. It's perfect. It's exactly right!




  Very well now, they again had the occasion to be alone, and due to a sudden, incoming draft, flames formerly extinguished charged forward again-and burned with redoubled strength. Si Jia took up the glass filled with water. Without blinking she fixed her gaze at him and started pouring water over her half-naked arm. The expression in her eyes exceeded the limits of craze and provocation-who knew what her intentions were! Oh, may the half gaping door stand between them and everyone else like a towering mountain…




  Well, draw me, Mr. Artist! She suddenly ordered. But there's a catch. You have to draw me naked, even though I'm clothed. Get it?




  Okay. No matter what it is, I'll do anything she asks. Danqing nodded, confusedly tidying up his paper and pencils, biting his lips while getting to work, but his eyes still shied away from her, that pink figure across from him that made him diffident and weak.




  The profile of her face, her eyelashes, the tips of her hair, the shadows cast on her collar bone, the intersection at her armpit…what does Si Jia look like naked? Danqing started activating all the reproductions he'd seen-the myriad postures, fat and thin, black and white or color prints, fuzzy or crisp…when Danqing drew her breasts, Danqing uneasily hesitated midway, as if the tip of the pencil were stuck to the drawing paper, the intense reaction of his whole being causing him to falter. Heavens, would you give him a clue? Should he draw her beautiful bosom to look more proud, or coyer? Should it be realistic or abstract?




  Oh, you silly fool! Si Jia suddenly stood up and in one, giant step she closed in on Danqing. She snatched half his sketch paper, grabbed his hand and put it under her skirt-at some point she'd slipped her underwear down her legs, and she was buck naked under her skirt. Heavens! It was as if Danqing were electrically shocked as the sensation of so much hair almost made him cry out. But she used her serious yet nervous eyes to stop his cries while using her other hand to surreptitiously seek out and caress Danqing's lower member through his pants.




  It was wonderful beyond description. How intimate, amorous, painful and good it was!




  Their exchange of solemn looks and petting connected them into one body. Even though there may have just been hands and fingers at work, they'd very much became a perfect whole which levitated with locking hands, disassociated with the whole world and declaring war on the whole world.




  Ah…ah…go inside. Harder, get in there, go in a bit! She softly and confusedly pleaded with eyes tightly closed. Her look wasn't bashful, but she was clearly letting everything slide with Schadenfreude. Danqing abruptly sensed it was odd. Why? Why would she be this way? It was only momentary, and he didn't want to know that much at all, as all he could do was follow orders. In this moment, she could have told him to die! His index finger, after a long time of searching and thorough prodding, represented the entire constitution of his body, going in…




  Along with the quiet high tones released from Si Jia's throat, there was a trail of sticky liquid which was very wetly wrapped around his finger. He'd become horrifically conscious of something when he pulled his finger out. It was the red tip of his index finger, like a soldier who was shot and killed.




  [3]




  Right then and without knowing why, there was a sudden storm of noise out in the living room, and apparently there were people shoving their way in the flat. Danqing had just turned around to look when two or three people wearing service caps burst in. Among them was a woman who quickly pulled Si Jia to the side as if protecting spoils of war. Staggering in the tussle, Si Jia's white underwear slipped to the ground in full view of the crowd as if on a director's cue…




  Then two men pinned Danqing to the wall with excessive force…there was a tumble silence all around before the return of loud crowd noise filled both his ears-it was a free-fall from seventh heaven. Though unaware of it, before the police had full control of his four limbs, he'd hastily sent his index finger into his mouth and greedily licked the blood splotch clean off. He glanced at Si Jia while licking it-and she, too, looked at him before being enveloped by the police. Indeed he could confirm that she was looking right at him when he licked the splotch off-she saw it with her own eyes. Just when the police helped her pull up her panties, she wavered slightly, but her expression was like a rope being pulled bolt upright by his fingertip.




  Danqing was very content, like a child going to sleep after licking his favorite sucker. But what did it taste like after all? Was it richly sweet like a sucker? He'd completely forgotten. What a chaotic, magnificent moment! The taste had lost all relevance.




  Oh yeah, those pictures he drew! The hooligan played his cards with style. There was a crude and cheerful sound as some thin, white papers were picked up swiftly. Danqing strove to stretch out his neck and see that along with sundry sketches of Si Jia's poses, the incomplete nude drawn only down to the breasts, was still there. Now that was a hooligan's sketch!




  Where'd it go, that incomplete, nude figure?




  Danqing wanted to ask Si Jia with his eyes, but she'd already been pulled outside the small room by the female police officer. Danqing, half bent over, had his hands cuffed behind his back and was pushed outside, too. See how similar his pose was to a grounded plane? Danqing suddenly chortled up as his intelligence swung back into motion. He believed it would all be over soon, that they'd know it was nothing-really it wasn't. Could dancing and drawing really put you in jail? Could faithfully following a woman's orders actually be considered a crime?




  But back in the living room things got stranger yet.




  He saw the other young men and women had already been pushed to the walls en masse. There were some young men loudly defending themselves, and the master of the house, the young man with a tie, yelled with the veins popping out of his neck, What are the accusations? We're all ears-what in the world did we do wrong?…But when they saw Si Jia looking disheveled and Danqing's happily satisfied expression after being pushed out of the side room that way-needless to say, the others needed no further explanation. Flurries of stares poured their way like sheets of rain: looks of anger, confusion, betrayal, being tied in as accessories, and being exploited. They were surely thinking, heavens! So this is the bastard, the little hooligan with a cryptic, devious plan who crashed this perfectly nice dance! He not only crashed it, but blew it out of proportion and ruined the whole idea of it. The most romantic, purely beautiful thing is now a big pile of filth and smut.




  Yes, Danqing could feel it then, that hundreds of fists were stretching from their eyes! Yes, they should hit him. He's the one who burdened them. He lifted his head as if he enjoyed it, taking on those formless firsts. It felt wonderful-if only they beat him to death, beat him till he saw stars, or till blood flowed from the corners of his mouth! They should beat him until he dies and goes to heaven! A good beating is just what his body was asking for. That was the only way he could roll from peak position all the way down to a gutter's pit-down from heaven and into human society.




  After the first tidal wave of stares, Danqing still had to run into the tightly amassed neighbors. They were wearing a smörgåsbord of cloaks and jackets, revealing pajamas frayed on the edges from washing. Their eyes were sleepy and faces looking surprised, asking left and right in low voices: What's going on? What happened? They're arresting people? And that woman? Did she really do it? Which one is she?




  All the young men and women were lined up and ushered into the stairwell. The young women started their incessant sobbing act, like cheated, innocent lambs. The young men then began pushing and shoving, ganging up to repel their common enemy, Danqing, as if on a battlefield amid whirring bullets. The risk had to be borne by the first man in line.




  The nature of the event became more and more apparent, and like a child's drawing, darkly and crudely drawn with a sketch pencil, everyone was desperately trying to establish their positions and protect themselves…so what about her? Where was she? Where did the woman cop take her? Danqing vainly tried turning his head, but it was to no avail…and he suddenly had a bleak premonition that he'd never see her again…




  After exiting the stairwell, there was a chilling wind outside, like slaps coming up in the face, for which almost everyone was shivering. It was then they saw the middle-aged woman from the citizen's committee who had previously knocked on the door, whose dried up figure was shaking hands with a policeman slightly inclined and thanking her for her keen perception and helping to eliminate threats to the people-thanking her for a helping hand, without which they couldn't conclusively solve this case-such model conduct, and what a magnanimous gift to our community!




  Beauty and the Flesh




  [1]




  Professor Lu Zhongsheng was a famously-meticulous man on campus: his hair, shoes, nails, and every detail of his body were spotlessly ordered; at the same time he was famously recluse, cold in an old intellectual style, and never spoke a superfluous word except for his special intimacy with handymen and janitors. He seemed to adore a noble and moral life, paying particular attention to others' opinion of him, so whether it was his person or his things, all had to be respectable.




  After the issue with his son came known, such a big and nasty issue, he was still quite strong, and his central structure didn't falter an inch. Even when just going out to draw water, he was still groomed and proper, wearing his light-gray scarf in the manner considered most exacting for that year-wrapped around the neck with the smaller half cloaking his chest, the longer half on his back. His eyelids drooped halfway down as before, almost expressionless. However certain discriminating students discovered that his tie wasn't matched as well as before, and his pant seams were almost gone; moreover you could tell from the side that his back was starting to hunch over, and he always walked with a hesitant speed and seemingly confused about his hands and his feet. At the same time, it could be seen that his hair had started turning white in the previous week, and at forty-seven years it was a bit early. "Professor Cotton-top" could begrudgingly serve as an apt description of his passing good looks.




  The school's boiled water room7, like the cafeteria, also served as a trivia exchange center for the masses. A fire-stoker who was sitting in wait pounced on Lu Zhongsheng with unexpected intimacy when Lu Zhongsheng lifelessly was walking by with two old thermoses. He neared Professor Lu's ears with a simple and unabashed halitosis. Professor Lu, I'll tell you something that'll make you feel better right away. I overheard a secret meeting in the school's general office, and they said that a politburo official named Zhu, Senior Official Zhu-you know who that is, right? That's like an emperor's relative. Same as your family's Lu Danqing, his grandson faced strict punishment8 and got executed. Really! If you don't believe me you can ask anyone in the know. It's a secret-a big secret!




  Lu Zhongsheng stood motionless as he looked at the stoker, whose nose, still smudged with coal dust, was looking surprisingly white-benevolently white, blindly benevolent…that's how it was from the day Danqing left him: no matter what it was, he'd always see it in a warped way. A white sheet hung outside was the spitting image of a soul's homecoming flag9. The classroom door painted red was almost too bloody to touch. Seeing a laughing and smiling student about the same age as Danqing, he'd feel extreme loathing and have to turn away to keep himself from spitting on him.




  Even the well-intentioned consolations of observers like the stoker's, no matter what was said, all made him feel awkward or even hateful-it seemed like he couldn't tell the good from the bad. But perhaps it wasn't all his fault. In the face of life's accidents, one could place people's reactions into two different categories: one being those who are glad to be the center of attention, no matter if it's good news or bad (they're just glad to be paid attention to, asked about, empathized with them and aggrandized by such interrogation-lamp illumination) . The other kind is like Lu Zhongsheng, who loathes being chewed up like a piece of chewing gum and would rather be dust, clear water or air. All in all, the way he understood it, the good life has no news-worthy events, and getting genuine respect was being left alone in his private affairs. For who knows how many years, this was the standard held up his own life and family up to-pure, uneventful, and normal…he could always compromise or accommodate, but he was especially careful and exacting about issues that challenged his respectability. The first gauge in all his choices and decisions was, "Will people start talking about it?"…




  However, look at what he was faced with then. He was constantly accosted, having his established preferences completely ignored as if he weren't Professor Lu himself, but something morphed into a chunk of magnetic rock instead. There were all kinds of private communications in that category, like iron filings constantly flowing toward him, from the very real to the very fake and from the wholly false to completely true-they were all coming, spreading rumors. Everyone has a talent for that, and moreover when a pitiful father is on the receiving end of it, it's even elevated to the status of benevolence and virtue.




  Somewhere in Sichuan a young guy and his buddies made a bet to kiss a girl on the lips you know. Turned out he actually got up and kissed a girl walking by. After his arrest he was sentenced to fifteen years. Still think you're innocent? Appeal it! Oops, you're in the wrong place at the wrong time, and now you're at a dead end.




  Nanguang Machines Factory didn't even have a thousand workers, but the quota for strict sentencing was thirty, so they nabbed anyone who scribbled dirty messages in the bathroom or dating early at school10. All of them were sentenced and dragged to a jail in the Xinjiang desert, and getting ten or fifteen years wasn't at all out of the ordinary.




  There were two women fighting in the street who ripped each other's clothes up and exposed their chests. A guy got hungry with his eyes and, taking advantage of the chaos, jumped in to get a grab at them. He was subject to a citizen's arrest on the spot, and needless to say, he got tagged with that trusty-old hooliganism in flagrante delicto!




  …




  In spite of the gossipy excitement on the faces of the observers, they all tried their hardest to appear serious and profoundly distressed. Lu Zhongsheng could only turn his head away, and nodding and listening in good humor, take what was originally his honor and rip it all to shreds, throw it on the floor, stomp on it a couple times, and continue listening…in reality-heaven knows-he wanted all to much to holler at them to give it a rest. What does any of this have to do with me? What could it further elucidate, much less change? Sometimes he simply doubted if the observers weren't consoling him as if to say, don't be angry Professor Lu. Your Danqing got what he deserved. It's set in stone what he "did" to a girl.




  [2]




  Of course it's right of them to think that-I agree completely. I even have the gall to think yes, in comparison to all of those "innocents", you earned it. You "did" it, and having "done" it you went to your death…




  But child, I don't know-really? Could you really have done that? Up to now there hasn't been anyone who could tell me a shred of the real story. All I've seen is the conviction document…




  But I seriously doubt it. Dad knows you too well. How could you be a scoundrel, a criminal? You were always respectful of the rules and considerate, like when seeing cripples and beggars in the street you'd always stop and pity them. There was never anything ignoble in your character; from elementary school to high school, in every conflict with other students you were always the prudent and rational one. At the most you enjoyed reading and appreciating some things typical for young artists, like poetry readings and drawing, but you never messed with things like passing love letters, nor did you ever bring up girls' names at home…so I trust you very much, and find you to be completely dependable. How could I ever believe you committed such a despicable crime as hooliganism? You were only nineteen, right? I've always thought you were too young to understand anything, and that something as complicated, sensitive and stained with original sin like recreational sexing-what would that ever have to do with you?…




  Honestly, my child, I'm really not sure if you understand those things. Did you really "score" that night? It's a critical question-more so than my current predicament of having a destroyed reputation and my face spat on-and it's the very center of my attention. I'm quite willing to trade in everything I already know to clear up this one unknown that could bring you back to life. I just want you to tell me straight to my face: What exactly did you "do"? Aye, Danqing. This nagging doubt is like a insect growing longer and larger inside of me by the minute, crawling around every corner, making me unable to sit or stand still, like a hundred claws tearing at my heart. I suspect you never even "did" it!
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