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Praise for A Perfect Crime


 


‘One of the most important voices to emerge from the People’s Republic in years . . . Startling.’


Daily Express


 


‘Achieves something we haven’t seen in Chinese fiction for a while – a refreshingly non-verbose, verb-driven, first-person narrative of taut tension . . . [the] writing is pared back, short, driven by pace, and very to the point . . . a rollercoaster read, so grip the seat, hang on, and be prepared only to relax when you’ve got to the end of the ride.’


Los Angeles Review of Books


 


‘An unlikely page-turner [that] provides a chilling insight into the mind of a psychopath.’


Irish News


 


‘Shimmering sentences and jolts of original thinking . . . break through the taut, descriptive prose like shafts of sunshine in a strip-lit room.’


Big Issue


 


‘A Yi’s isolated narrator is equal parts calculating monster and forsaken victim: deserted, neglected, and ignored, he finds that his only means of feeling alive is to engender death. This austere English PEN Award winner offers an exponentially more chilling alternative to the plethora of dystopic titles; fans of Mo Yan, Yu Hua, Fuminori Nakamura, and even Keigo Higashino will surely find resonating, realistic terror here.’


Library Journal


 


‘Disturbingly convincing.’


The Complete Review


‘Yi, a former police officer, is slowly rising to prominence on the literary scene in China, where this novel was published in 2011. A Perfect Crime is a commentary on both the culture and on the amorality and emotional detachment of one individual in it.’


Booklist


 


‘Doused in blood and gushing with ethical conundrums, A Yi’s A Perfect Crime is a disconcerting medley of misanthropy, escapism, and media monstrosities . . . Where Anthony Burgess sought to conjure a world of abstract flair and inexplicable cruelty in A Clockwork Orange, Yi strikes a far deeper chord, delving into the mind of a youth whose lethal motivations are abundantly and undeniably troubling.’


World Literature Today


 


‘Tightly crafted . . . less a traditional catch-him-if-you-can crime caper and more a psychological probe into a pathological mind.’ 


Wall Street Journal
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Character list


In rural China, families with the same surname often live in the same village. In Aiwan, the Ai clan predominate.


Chinese names consist of a surname (Ai, for example) plus given names (such as Hongyang). The first character of the given name is the generational name (Hong, in Hongyang’s case). This is shared by all males of the same generation. Thus, the names of the men in Ai Hongyang’s generation all start with ‘Ai Hong’.


The male generation senior to Ai Hongyang have the generational name Zheng, so their names start with ‘Ai Zheng’, while the male generation junior to Ai Hongyang have the name Shi. Their names all start ‘Ai Shi’.


 


Ai Hongyang: Formidable outlaw and leader of Fan township’s criminal underworld. From Aiwan village (Fan township) in Jiangxi province.


Ai Muxiang: Ai Hongyang’s only sister.


Shuizhi: Ai Hongyang’s ex-wife.


Jin Yan: Ai Hongyang’s lover.


Zhou Haihua: Another lover of Ai Hongyang.


Ai Hongbin: Hongyang’s cousin, and his closest friend and associate.


Ai Shiren and Ai Shiyi: Hongbin’s nephews (sons of his older brother Ai Hongshan).


Chen: Ai Shiren’s wife.


Ai Shi’en and Ai Shide: Hongbin’s sons. Hongyang and Shuizhi had no children, so Shide stands in as chief mourner at the funeral.


Ai Shiguang and Ai Shiming: Sons of Ai Hongqi.


Zhou Ping: Ai Shiming’s wife.


Ai Hongliang: Hongyang’s cousin, a local teacher in Aiwan. He shares Hongyang’s story with his nephew, Xu Yousheng, for much of the novel.


Ai Hongxing: Hongliang’s elder brother. He has been missing – presumed dead – for eight years.


Xu Yousheng: Ai Hongliang’s nephew.


Yilian: The woman Ai Hongliang is in love with.


Daoist priest: Officiates at the funeral ceremony.


The Eight Immortals (the eight men carrying the coffin): Ai Shiren, Ai Shi’en, Ai Shiguang, Ai Shitang, Ai Shizhong, Ai Shishan, Ai Shigang, Ai Shican.


Fuzhong: A village mute, under Hongyang’s protection.


Shu Shuang: Childhood friend of Xu Yousheng; takes over as leader of Fan township’s criminal underworld after Hongyang’s death.


Li Jun: Shu Shuang’s cousin and subordinate.


Di Wendong: A policeman from Fan township’s police station, later transferred.


Yuan Qihai: Chief of Fan township’s police station, later promoted to deputy director of the County Justice Bureau.


Zhao Zhongnan: A policeman at Fan township police station, later promoted to deputy chief and instructor at the police station. A friend of Ai Hongliang’s from their schooldays.


Hu Yan: Deputy director of Niujiaolong Reform through Education camp.


Boss Ho: A businessman from Fan township.


Ho Yamin: Boss Ho’s son.


Ho Dongming: Deputy mayor, Fan township .


Squint: Real name Hou Fei, from Qichun, Hubei province. A friend of Hongyang’s from the Reform through Education camp.


Hook-Pinch: real name Yu, sixteen years old, Squint’s girlfriend.


Pickle-Face: Hook-Pinch’s classmate and friend.


Wolfdog: Hongyang and Squint’s enemy from the Reform through Education camp.


Chen Wangkai: Hongyang’s uncle.










Part I


Aiwan, present day










Chapter 1


Xu Yousheng was to hear a lot more about Jin Yan when he arrived in Aiwan.


 


Jin Yan glanced up at the blue sky. It appeared ominously clear and calm. Tufts of white clouds drifted by, white horses blanketing the mountaintops and covering the sky all the way to Mongolia, their tails rising and falling. She was shocked by the sky’s placid indifference. Around her, everything was permeated with the vile, nauseating smell of slops and sour wine, reminding her of last night’s orgy of food and drink in the village.


Every time she caught sight of someone, she would mechanically repeat: ‘He’s not dead, he’s not dead.’ She kept saying the same old thing – ‘I saw him plain as day, propped against the door, ordering me to get him a cup of water. He can’t be dead’ – in a vain attempt to distance herself from the appalling fact of Hongyang’s death.


The corpse was still being prepared for burial. Every so often, the door into the inner room was pushed open by Hongyang’s only sister, Muxiang, as she carried in a basin of clean water, bent over and out of breath, a dry towel gripped between her teeth. Or she pulled it open as she came back out, and stood with one hand pressed to her back as she pointed at the basin, its water scummy with flakes of pale skin, the wet towel hanging over its edge, until a young woman who had been waiting outside deftly removed it.


At her parents’ funeral, Muxiang had been distraught. Tears had rolled down her cheeks and she had fainted a couple of times. But now her little brother was dead and she did not say a word. She was on her own from now on: death could do what it liked with her. She looked for comfort from no one, and gave none to others, just bestowed caresses on this hand or that. In no more than the time it takes to cook a meal she had left Yuehua, where she had gone as a young wife so long ago, and come back to Aiwan. As swarms of the family’s relatives followed in her wake, this little village of no more than two rows of houses clinging to the mountainside received them as if they were bringing tribute to the imperial capital. No one stipulated who could or could not enter the room of the deceased, but everyone understood that those last private moments belonged only to those who had lived with him or earned his trust. His ex-wife Shuizhi, Wife Number One, had lived alone outside the village for the last ten years or so in a little place called Ruanjiayan, where she had a house and a paddy field, grew her own food and looked after herself. She had a face like potting compost and a heart grey as ashes, and turned up only occasionally at night at the shop in Aiwan when she needed salt, fuel or soap.


The night Hongyang died, Shuizhi told them, she’d had strange palpitations, as if a rabbit was trying desperately to scrabble its way out from inside her, leaving behind a great emptiness in her body. She cried a little, more out of self-pity than because she intended to do anything about this strange feeling.


When Muxiang turned up, the melancholy look in her eyes was enough to communicate her sad news. She addressed Shuizhi gravely as ‘Younger Brother’s Wife’, and it was only then that Shuizhi learned of her husband’s death and slumped to the floor in shock, mumbling: ‘So that’s why!’ Then she set off for the home she had left so long before, hands trembling, anxiety leaving her unsteady on her feet.


They’d rebuilt it in the meantime, and it all looked so different that she almost fell over the threshold. Her headscarf slid off and everyone saw the hair hidden underneath, which was a dirty grey flecked with white. She shrieked and wailed before the silent corpse, her shrill cries asserting rights she had lost a very long time before. Shuizhi was now officially a widow, no longer the ‘free’ person the law had decreed her to be after their divorce. She pushed open the door and went in to help her sister-in-law Muxiang wash the body, from the hair of its head to its scrotum, foreskin, anus and between the toes, professionally, conscientiously, but with the same roughness she’d use to scrub a wooden floor or kitchen table. Then she tried to dress him in his funeral garb and discovered that his strong round arms had grown thin and frail and dangled uselessly at his side. His head lolled like that of a sleeping infant. ‘You sit up!’ she muttered, her resentful tone telling them all that she was not just the abandoned wife, that she and she alone was his nearest and dearest and always would be: spouse, sister, mother, all women, rolled into one. ‘You were such a big mouth all those years, now you sit up properly for me!’


Meanwhile, Jin Yan continued to declare the same thing to anyone she saw: ‘He just went to sleep, he can’t be dead.’ The previous night, after he’d said goodbye and seen his friends off, Hongyang had climbed on top of her. It had taken all her strength to deal with his colossal weight, and her legs had gone limp and she’d yelled: ‘You’re squashing me, you swine! You’ll be the death of me! Why don’t you drink yourself to death?’ She kept up a stream of curses until finally, early in the morning, she let out a terrible scream. People came running to their room, but he had long ago stopped breathing. They stood silently around the corpse, heads bent. Only Jin Yan beat her breast and tore her hair like a soap opera heroine, shaking him over and over, screeching, ‘Husband, you can’t die, you can’t die, my husband can’t be dead!’ And he lay there, his body icy-cold and still reeking of drink, his head flopping to one side no matter how hard she shook him. Some of them shot her a stern glance and whispered, ‘He’s gone.’ And eventually she stopped her cries of ‘My husband!’ It occurred to her that any moment now she might be tried for his murder.


She imagined them asking: What did you feed him? How did he die? You tell us that! Did you poison him? Or, at the very least: A woman like you with such a good opinion of yourself, who knows all about dressing up and having a good time, how come you can’t even look after a man? Excuse us, have you got a bed cover to put over him?


Actually, no one wanted him alive more than Jin Yan did. With her husband alive, people from all over had flattered her, doffed their hats at her, made way for her. She could act like the provincial capital official on a village visit, at leisure all day, doing whatever she pleased, enjoying the local scenery with no reason to roll up her trousers and get to work in the paddy fields. She had always regarded these people as friends – peasants were so easy to get close to – but after last night, she sensed that behind their good nature there was a fair degree of cynicism. It was the cynicism of the hunter towards the hunted, of humans towards animals. And mixed in with this was another kind of cynicism, a sort of confident superiority that seemed to whisper: You’re nothing but a hooker.


She was afraid of their anger too, afraid they might investigate the cause of death. Sudden death demanded an explanation, you couldn’t say that his brothers, nephews, father or neighbours had killed him, or that he’d killed himself. It could only be her, she imagined them saying. It didn’t matter that the evidence proved she had nothing to do with it, it would be enough for everyone to grunt ‘Uh-huh, uh-huh’ in unison and she would be criminalised. After all, she was a woman, an outsider from Hubei province, a female outsider who couldn’t sleep unless she had a man’s dick to rest on. A dangerous woman, a bad woman.


‘Get a doctor to have a look at him,’ she said. Their voices rose an octave with annoyance and they almost threw her out, but she crouched at the door and insisted that he’d only been drunk, until Hongbin yelled: ‘Get out of here!’ As she left, she felt a sudden lightness, and laughter bubbled up inside her until she was seized with the fear that being ejected and stripped of her status meant that she was about to become the chief culprit. She kept looking up at the indigo-blue sky, so blue it seemed on the brink of shattering to pieces, so gloriously blue it made her weep.


Jin Yan didn’t know if she had permission to leave the village. To the east was Back Ridge, a narrow concrete road only four li long that joined the Jiu Fan highway at Zhao Hollow. It was almost deserted, had been for the last hundred years, not like the road heading out towards the west, which was lined with the homesteads of Aiwan folks’ relatives. There birds twittered under the baking sun, a mountain stream trickled under the bridge between moss-covered pebbles, its banks covered with the spreading branches of cotoneaster, and the breeze ruffled a nearby clump of bamboo.


At the roadside, light and shadows gently quivered. Old Man Hongshu was there, waving his dead right hand with his left and dragging his paralysed right leg behind him. He stomped along all morning with an air of blind determination, though he could hardly walk. His head was like a skull, only its eyeballs alive, shooting looks of furious resentment as he muttered, ‘One hundred and twelve,’ ‘One hundred and thirteen,’ counting the number of times he had waved his right hand. When he brushed past Jin Yan, he did not look at her. She walked on another ten metres and then came to a halt because she heard voices from the bamboo. ‘Get a move on, quick!’ they urged her.


‘No, it’s a trap.’ Old Man Hongshu couldn’t yell at her or grab her, he could only stand where he was, waving that huge crippled right hand, shaking his healthy left leg and forcing sounds from his mouth. But he would certainly make it his duty as an Aiwan man to attract the villagers’ attention, and even if he didn’t, it wouldn’t take long for the rest of them to realise she’d gone and then they’d bring ropes and sticks and take her captive. See, she’s got a guilty conscience, they’d say.


And as they had the night before, her legs went limp and the backs of her knees shook and shook and shook some more, as if they could not hold her up any longer, and she sobbed inwardly: Dad! If you still remember your daughter, get here – fast!


She heard footsteps from the stream, and when she turned to look, she saw a woman approaching with a bucket of dirty washing. There was nothing for it but to go back with her tail between her legs. Jin Yan comforted herself that even though she could leave, it wasn’t the right time to go, with the corpse scarcely cold, and she kept encouraging herself silently: Shut your eyes, and this difficult day will be like so many others, it will vanish like ripples on the surface of the stream. She tried to imagine herself standing at some point in the future, casually recalling this long-ago moment. I nearly wet myself with fear, she might say.


In the end things were settled by Shiren, a nephew of Hongyang’s. ‘Of course he’s dead,’ Shiren said through gritted teeth as he gave Jin Yan a stinging slap across the face. Even though she felt the salty tang of blood as it spurted from the corner of her mouth, she found herself smiling. But a short moment later she felt a fierce rush of air, like a door slamming against her cheek, and she got another slap. ‘If you weren’t his mistress, I’d have got rid of you a long time ago,’ Shiren said as he whacked her.


She felt a huge sense of relief as she repeated this silently: ‘If you weren’t his mistress’ means ‘If you weren’t my relative.’ Her relief was tinged with gratitude. No one was bothering with her, they were all much too busy forming an assembly line and doing their bit so that everything would be ready to bury the corpse: tomorrow was an auspicious day, and by the next day the body would stink if the burial was put off.


It was true that some of them were angry, but for now they had only an overriding contempt for Jin Yan. The punishment could wait. She did not understand what was going on, just wandered around wanting this, wanting that, bringing more blows on herself. Feeling she hadn’t been cuffed enough, she went on provoking Shiren, winding him up like a clockwork toy. It was only by goading him that she could test the length and breadth of the punishment, only when the blows hurt that she could truly appreciate their magnanimity. She had spent years as an actress, using the stage name Shenzhen A. Fang, and now she put those skills to good use, weeping and laughing, throwing fits and shrieking, clinging to Shiren’s calves and spinning like a top on the floor.


After this had been going on some time, Shiren squinted down at her with his cigarette dangling from his lips. He bent down and grabbed her chest, pinching her slack breasts between his fingers, then hauled her upright in his arms and delivered another hard slap across the face.


‘What way is this to behave? He’s still your man regardless, even though he’s dead, even if you’re not his woman, so now you can get the hell out of here. The further the better,’ he pronounced.


And she went, sobbing and sniffling.


‘Colgate!’ Shiren shouted after her retreating figure. ‘Without Colgate toothpaste, he wouldn’t get out of bed in the morning. He used to send someone to buy tubes of it in our store, not any old brand, not even Crest, it had to be Colgate, as recommended by National Caries Prevention, or he’d go on hunger strike.’ Eventually Shi’en, Shiren’s cousin, pedalled off to Fan township to get him some.










Chapter 2


Well, that’s how people are, thought Xu Yousheng as he prepared to leave Fan township. He’d started by thinking that he absolutely must do something, at the very least shout out the news that someone had died. But it produced not even a frisson of interest in the little town. It was as if everyone had already heard it and just gone on with what they were doing. A large lorry braked with a dull snort, the flies dive-bombed a desiccated corpse-like fried breadstick that had lain unsold since the morning in a greasy basket, the earth turned on its axis, and a man who had pissed and shat on their heads for more than a dozen years was dead. It was as insignificant to them as a bamboo stake propped against a wall ten thousand li away quietly sliding to the ground, or a shell shifting a centimetre along the ocean floor. They were indifferent.


Hongyang should have known that the death of someone of his rank would have only a limited effect. So said Zhu the schoolteacher. Zhu licked his finger and flicked the pages of a blue-bound accounts book as thick as a dictionary, which listed the quantities and prices of goods bought and sold and the names of those who bought on credit. After a short pause, he made a note to the effect that Xu Yousheng had said his uncle Hongbin would drop by and pay what was owed. When he got to the pages where some funeral couplets had been copied out, Zhu seemed to feel they were bad luck. He held the book at arm’s length and craned back his neck as far as he could. ‘Nothing suitable,’ he said. But then he did write out on a sheet of cut green paper the words:


 


Some have enjoyed what I began,


But sadly, all will end with me.


 


General Wang Jingwei had written and personally presented this couplet to Zhu, and he was passing it on to Xu Yousheng. As he saw Xu Yousheng come out of his shop – the shop was right by the gate to the public health clinic, with a huge signboard reading Burial Clothes and Wreaths, which often upset patients out for a stroll so much that they were reduced to tears – he clapped Xu Yousheng on the shoulder and followed up with a ‘Well, that’s what people are like.’ Xu Yousheng reckoned he was depressed all morning for precisely the reason that he himself would die one day.


The speeding moped made him bold as the roadside bushes flew by and were left behind and the cement road rushed away in front of him and the wind poured into his shirt, making it swell like a sail. Man and machine flashed along in almost complete silence, mere shadows cast on the sunlit wall, so that Xu Yousheng felt like he was wearing an invisibility cloak. He yelled imperiously at the hoe-toting peasants who stood in the middle of the road. He, after all, was doing business for the dead. ‘Out of my way! Out of my way!’ he shouted, as if he was charged with an imperial edict that gave him the right to ride full tilt through their paddy fields, trampling the rice seedlings under his horse’s hooves. In reality, the message he carried was only a pretext, the key thing being to reiterate that he had the right to trample the seedlings as his horse’s hooves sank a hole in the mud, toppled fresh plants and sprayed mud in all directions.


His enthusiasm faded when he reached the lower slopes of Tieling Ridge, and he began to regret not having come on a bicycle. The road dropped from the peak, steep and winding. In the years since Liberation, a total of twenty-seven vehicles had plummeted head first into the lake halfway down the mountain. One of them had been a three-wheeled cab with sixteen passengers and an electric motor nowhere near powerful enough to get up the mountain road.


Xu Yousheng stopped to smoke a cigarette. His load of funeral goods attracted the unwanted attention of some kids from Laowuzengjia village, though not the one with the squint. They gawped at the goods and then smiled ingratiatingly at him as they tried to figure out from the changes in his expression what was going on, but he yelled: ‘Get the fuck out of here!’ and they scattered. These were good children, unlike Hongyang, who had looked daggers at you, even as a little kid. A person like that was born once in a generation, he thought.
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Zhou Haihua sat on a plastic stool, rubbing soap into the clothes while the washing machine in the corner hummed away at its work. She carried on handwashing because she wasn’t convinced the washing machine got the clothes clean, and hard manual labour was women’s raison d’être, a path to self-esteem. Her husband – home from the county community middle school where he taught because it was the summer holidays – sat with one leg draped over the other, his chair tipped back and his head resting against the wall, his eyes reduced to narrow slits by the angle of his head. This was something out of the ordinary, this house, with its sumptuous glazed roof, ceramic wall tiles, aluminium alloy window frames and roller shutter doors. Hongyang had stumped up the money for it, though he could not say so outright, nor could Haihua. Her lawful wedded husband could not mention it either. He had found that very difficult to accept at the beginning, but gradually realised that he had no power to fight back, or, to put it more accurately, to refute it. She keeps things to herself, she isn’t one to talk to outsiders about family stuff, he comforted himself by thinking. Although such thoughts often made him feel worse, hell, the gloom always passed eventually, didn’t it?


With today’s news of Hongyang’s death he felt a stab of anguish again, though, like when he had been asked to leave the house once before so that those inside could get together in a huddle to have a good gossip in which he figured prominently. Well, that would be the last time he’d be troubled by that stuff. No, no, surely it wouldn’t be the last time, the schoolteacher thought. Some people die, but he would live on. On people’s lips, in their expressions and in their hearts, Hongyang would be immortal, and he was destined forever to be the sad bit-part player in that man’s drama.


The husband looked at his wife now, at the damp hair clinging to her temples and the beads of sweat on her forehead, neck and cleavage, no doubt thinking the same way as Xu Yousheng: how it must have softened Hongyang, it must have emptied him out completely, the delicacy of this woman’s appearance, only slightly marred by a touch of sweat. When Hongyang pressed Zhou Haihua’s buttocks against himself, making her shriek for help, and the ground rose and fell beneath her feet, her forehead no doubt must have grown damp, sticking her hair to her temples just like now. She is as beautiful as a fox demon. She has no need for make-up or flirting, no need to throw herself at a man, she only has to sit her plump white body by the roadside for men’s imaginations to run wild. Her buttocks, perched on the stool now, are broad and firm, and her tight trousers emphasise their full curves. With her back turned to that man’s cock, well, it had to happen, he thought.


Sometimes Hongyang would drop in and have sex with Zhou Haihua after he had set out from Aiwan, or when he was on his way back home from Fan township. Many years ago, this homestead in its narrow pass had been a nightmare for Jiuyuan travellers – outrageously expensive and full of crooks looking to make easy money out of hapless outsiders. More recently, however, it had simply been a tea and relay station for Hongyang, an imperial lodge, you might call it.


Her husband watched her silently as she rubbed the garments, lifting and dropping them with a rhythmic splashing. She remained quite unaware of his cold and relentless gaze. But she must already know; how could she not? The news had been going around since morning and must have arrived at the county town, especially now so many people had mobile phones. Her silence was probably because she was waiting for him to process his feelings. When he’d thought it through, he’d probably get to his feet and come over and say: He’s dead. She would drop her head even lower. He would go on: He’s dead now. She would begin to weep, and before she’d finished, she’d throw her arms around his legs, soaking his trouser legs with soap suds, and his legs would go rigid as he bit the insides of his cheeks.


He had to act resolutely. The trouble was that he was such a simple soul. No one was gentler than him. He had an underbite and his lower teeth stuck out a couple of centimetres, which created the impression that everything he did was a bit of a joke.


Once Xu Yousheng topped the first rise and stopped for a smoke, he could see the husband sitting with his elbows propped on his knees and his fists jammed against his teeth, staring earnestly at his wife. She was still rubbing the clothes, lifting and dropping them, as if she could hide behind that rhythmic splashing.


Xu Yousheng would stop once more before he reached the pass, from where the road sped on downwards. The buffer strip at the bottom was called Zhao Hollow, and was the perfect spot for him to pause and have a quick smoke on the way down. To the east of the hollow was a dug-out cliff face where the layers of rock had crumbled. To the west, there was a narrow concrete road – that was Back Ridge – at the end of which was Aiwan, Xu Yousheng’s destination.


The rain had stopped, replaced now with bright sunlight. Everything looked crystal clear, the bare tree branches glistening with an almost oily sheen as a raven whooshed overhead towards Aiwan. The enormous bird tucked in its wings and glided down until its belly almost grazed the ground, then gently opened them again and soared into the sky, rising, falling, flying, gliding, like the spirit of some ancient prophet.


Jin Yan had come from that direction too. Three years ago, when she had arrived in Fan township, the man who brought her said they were doing location filming here and that he knew the director. When she got out of the car she looked like an actress with her long permed hair, her red dress, her nails painted royal blue. In her hand she clutched a knock-off, dung-coloured Louis Vuitton bag, a long, thin Esse cigarette held tightly between her fingers. With each drag her bosom swelled, the blue-grey smoke streaming from her scarlet lips like motorbike exhaust. She leaned up against the car door, swinging one high-heeled sandal from her big toe.


The driver had also brought a man he introduced as Boss Ho. The man had a long hair growing from his nostril and appeared as frantic as a donkey torn between two bundles of grass, not knowing whether to look first at her face or her bosom. All the while his penis stood up inside his trousers, which you could see had been left partially unbuttoned. He grasped her small, icy hand with his sweaty paw. She went with him, mincing along like a model on the catwalk, into the Fan Township Hotel for a ‘bit of business’. Once inside the room, Boss Ho stripped down to his underpants and said the business was no more than a quick poke, and she looked up at the ceiling and imagined the clouds five thousand feet above them.


At that exact instant, the gates to Hollywood slammed shut. There were grains of coal dust on Boss Ho’s slack belly. Jin Yan almost cried as she looked down, like someone who’s just received a text telling them they’ve won a prize and then had a follow-up message reminding them that there’s no such thing as a free lunch. This was what she did, after all. A minute later, Boss Ho ejaculated.


She had spent three years slinking around the township, and some of the high-school girls had even modelled themselves on her. And now Hongyang was dead and she was back where she’d started. Her legs permanently akimbo, she waddled like a penguin. She had been squashed so thoroughly she was almost as flat as a pancake. Xu Yousheng even imagined that when Hongyang lay on top of her, her legs and arms automatically sprang upwards. By now, she bore the scars of the years she had spent here: hair matted with dust, scabs at the corner of her lips, a bruise under one eye socket. ‘You just wait, you sons of bitches,’ she muttered to herself, and happily imagined a bunch of men with drills rushing house-to-house poking them all, right down to the family hens.


Jin Yan felt gloriously spiteful; she was not leaving of her own accord but being driven away by hatred. She did not know where she was or where she was heading. Her subconscious seemed to be in control. She knew she should be waiting by the roadside for the minibus that would take her to Fan township and the county town, from where she could catch the Beijing to Hong Kong train and be back home before the day was out. Instead she trudged blindly on, and even at this pace she wouldn’t be in Fan township before dark. She was in the grip of intense emotion. She had wanted to punish herself – without punishment she would feel guilty her whole life – but now it had come, she felt aggrieved. The very thought made her chew her lip and tremble with fury.


Xu Yousheng was the first familiar face she saw after leaving the village, and her tears erupted like Coca-Cola fizzing from a freshly shaken bottle. To his bewilderment, she threw herself upon his chest.


‘He won’t come back to life, you’d better accept it.’


‘Don’t say anything.’


When she’d caught sight of Xu Yousheng, he had been sitting sideways on the bike, one leg draped over the other, staring blankly as she approached. He had a half-smoked cigarette hanging from his lips, a long finger of ash trembling at its tip, poised to fall off. He’s loyal to me, she thought. Even the way he’s avoiding me betrays how much he loves me.


This was how she figured it: A woman knows perfectly well which man really loves her. Other men only love her cunt, but this one loves the person she is – her personality, her temperament, her life experience and her destiny – and to him she’s not just a sex object. Even if he doesn’t meet her eyes, he’s always present, full of sympathy. And it’s not the sympathy of a master but that of an elder brother: the helpless, anxious sympathy of someone who feels impelled to protect her. Over the last three years, every time Xu Yousheng had looked at her his expression was melancholy, his eyes a deep lake.


Or maybe that was what she needed to feel.


He put his arms around her gently and his penis stiffened. Jin Yan ranted and raved about everyone from Aiwan while he listened earnestly but took in little. She tugged at him and, still talking, they took the gravel track down to the riverbank at the bottom of the hollow, Xu Yousheng pulling his bike behind him. In the dappled sunlight, the pebbles were hot underfoot. His head started to spin, and as the smell intensified all around, so too did his desire.


‘Why did they beat me?’ she was saying.


‘Who beat you?’


‘Shiren and Hongbin.’


‘Right, I’ll get them for that.’


‘You give them a beating, for me.’


‘I’ll remember they beat you.’


‘You’ve got to give them a beating.’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Beat them to death.’


‘Uh-huh. Beat them to death.’


‘Swear it.’


‘I swear.’


She giggled. Then she kissed him hard on the cheek. ‘Do you love me?’ she asked.


He nodded.


‘Naughty boy. Poor boy.’ And she snuggled into his arms.


He caressed her breasts, so soft it felt like they were stuffed with cotton padding, and his heart was suddenly weightless. She closed her eyes, but he glanced up from time to time through the clumps of silver grass that blocked the view of the road. Then she sat on the bike seat and he pulled at her knickers and she bent her legs before stretching them so he could pull off the knickers more quickly. All the while she was saying ‘Don’t do that.’ She put both hands behind her and held on to the handlebars – no mean feat – and spread her legs to expose her private parts, out of bounds to him until now.


Mountain streams, wet stones, piles of hay: anywhere surrounded by peace and silence somehow sent a chill down your spine when thinking of the terrible consequences. And all the while she was still saying ‘Don’t do that.’


Xu Yousheng felt that the real test was the act of sex itself. It was cruel to pit a man who was new to it against an experienced woman. Inside himself he was shrinking away, but his body was driving him on, and when he saw her narrow entrance he felt sorrow. ‘It’s difficult like this,’ he said. Finally, he gave her luminous white thighs a few slaps and turned and went down to the riverbank, where half a dozen glistening green water-drop Bodhisattva plants were growing, leaves broad as palm fans. He plucked six leaves and poured water over them, then laid them in three rows of two on the ground.


‘I can see you know what you’re doing,’ said Jin Yan, crawling onto them. She positioned herself on her front, each elbow, knee and foot resting on a leaf. Her golden buttocks stuck up like a horse’s rump as she quietly waited for Xu Yousheng.


Xu Yousheng was playing for time and inserted two fingers into her vagina, which was dripping wet, so wet that he had to withdraw his fingers and flick the drops off, flick, flick, like a doctor shaking down a thermometer. ‘Don’t, don’t,’ she groaned. Finally he penetrated her with a penis so stiff that it trembled, and gritted his teeth (according to a medical journal he had read, fifteen thrusts were enough for it not to count as premature ejaculation) before being swept away by ecstasy.


He had entered the body he had desired for so long, the body of a woman, the body of the Virgin Mary and the Guanyin Goddess of Mercy, the body of the celebrated widow who had belonged to Hongyang. His corpse was barely cold in the ground, but Xu Yousheng and she had become one. ‘I didn’t let him walk all over me, I made use of him too, a good many times,’ she said. The truth was that she was little more than a mistress or a hooker, though.


Two and a half years earlier, when Hongyang had first become aware of her existence, he had walked into a nightclub and said to the pimp, a man from a different province who also happened to be her boyfriend, ‘I’m going to set her free.’ The man took out his knife and Hongyang snatched it and plunged it into the tabletop. ‘I’m going to set her free,’ Hongyang repeated, gripping the pimp’s scrawny arm. The pimp screwed up his face and yelled, ‘Mate, I’ve invested so much in her, spent so much on her, shed so much blood for her, and now I’ll never make it back.’


‘Did you bring her up? Has she got the looks she has because you’ve spent money on her? How much have you spent on her board and lodging? What gives you the right to earn money from her? Are you her dad?’


It was more than he would normally say in an entire day. Hongyang tended to think of talking as being rather undignified. He thought it over, figured he had nothing else to relieve his loneliness, then gave his opponent a good beating.


‘Get the hell out of Fan township,’ he said. And the pimp did just that, and a few of her clients followed too and lay low for a bit, worried that she might let on about their wretched performance in bed – she always had shot her mouth off.


‘I’m setting you free,’ Hongyang told her. She nodded, and followed him to the township Cooperative and later to Aiwan village.


Now there was a clock ticking loudly in Xu Yousheng’s head, to sixty seconds, and then from the first minute to a full five minutes (no one could accuse him of premature ejaculation if he could last five minutes). Stretching endlessly before him, time was a huge basket that he would never fill no matter how hard he tried, so he attempted to eke out his thrusts and avoid anything that might overexcite him by alternating little movements, a word or two, a caress.


‘I haven’t done it for a long time, otherwise . . .’ he said.


‘Don’t say anything – this is how I like it. The point of life isn’t to arrive, it’s to follow the road and look at the landscape,’ she said.


His confidence boosted by this lyrical language, Xu Yousheng took hold of her chin and asked: ‘Does it feel good?’


‘Why do all men ask that question?’ she said. That made him feel disheartened, but at the same time he got his first peek into the great man’s shameful secret: Hongyang had always charged into the fray and ejaculated after a couple of thrusts.


Xu Yousheng said tenderly: ‘I want us to spend the rest of our lives together!’ The words were no sooner out of his mouth than he wondered what the Fan township folk would make of it once they knew. His words sounded phoney even to his own ears, and he wished he could unsay them. When she said she was planning a trip home to see her family, he felt immensely relieved, then full of regret.


‘Will you come back?’ he asked.


‘Hard to say.’


‘Look me up if you come back.’


‘If I come back, of course I’ll look you up. Or you can come and see me.’


‘I’m going to miss you.’ He looked at the time on his mobile. ‘You could get the bus – it would take two hours. If you hadn’t met me, you’d be nearly there by now. Don’t keep on walking, it’ll take you forever.’


‘Give me a ride on the bike.’


‘I’d like to, but I can’t right now.’


‘Why can’t you? Give me a ride on the bike.’


‘I really can’t.’


He embraced her again and again, then pushed the bike back to the concrete road.


Jin Yan pinched his cheek. ‘I was only joking.’ She walked on alone, then as she reached Zhao Hollow, she came back and put her arms around him again. ‘I like you so much.’


‘I feel the same way.’


Xu Yousheng followed her with his eyes as she went to stand on the main road. She winked at him, and he felt for a moment as if all he could see was a shadow wavering in the warm air, the way we’re used to seeing our shadows in running water. A moment later, the bus from Zhangjiaba roared up, belching exhaust fumes, and the driver went down to the stream at the bottom of the hollow to get some water. He noticed that someone had left a mystery message there, in the form of six leaves lined up, two by two, in three rows.


Jin Yan sashayed to the bus door. It had soldering marks all over the bodywork, like scars on human skin, and the cracks were crammed with mud. The windows had either had their glass knocked out or shattered into a cobweb design of thin white cracks. She looked at her reflection, then backed away and looked around to see a fuzzy image of her buttocks in the broken glass.


When the driver came back, she finally boarded. She spent a bit of time hunting for a seat, took out a paper towel and wiped it clean, to mark herself out as different from the rest of them. Then she looked through the window, they waved at each other, and the bus belched more grey-blue smoke, toiled up the hill and disappeared from sight.


Xu Yousheng turned the bike around and headed back to Aiwan. The once-brilliant day seemed to have grown dark, a common feeling when someone was gone, as if the light was decaying and growing patches of mould. He felt that he was travelling to the end of time: night time. And to the end of the world: the United Nations, China, Jiangxi province, Jiujiang city, Ruichang county town, Fan township, Yuanjiuyuan administrative area, Xiayuan village, Aiwan hamlet. And she was taking herself off in the opposite direction. He already missed her terribly, felt completely gutted, as if they were parting forever, even though he was only going to stay a day and a night in Aiwan.


 


At the bamboo thicket, Xu Yousheng got off the moped out of respect. The potholes in the road had been full of water, so the concrete bridge was covered in track marks of different shapes and sizes, and he could tell which cars had sped past towards the village, the drivers probably hooting the horn loudly because they lacked even the slightest respect for the dead.










Part II


Hongliang’s tale










Chapter 3


Just yesterday they had all been tiptoeing around Hongyang because he was so sensitive to noise. They would never forget the time the shopkeeper next door had failed to understand that he had to pull down his shutters very quietly. Hongyang had swung at his aluminium alloy doors with a hammer and caved them in.


‘If you think about it, Hongyang has only ever admitted he was wrong once in his life,’ Uncle Hongliang said. Hongliang wore a haughty expression that made him appear older than his twenty-six years. His only brother Hongxing, who had disappeared eight years ago, would have been forty-three.


Hongliang was the product of elderly parents and had been a lonely, bored child. Every time a kid his own age clapped him on the shoulder, he would duck away in fear. But it meant that he had talked to Hongyang, who was eighteen years older than him, as confidently as if they were the same age. Hongliang’s mother, Xu Yousheng’s maternal grandmother, had ordered him to wash up a stack of dirty dishes soaking in the pink plastic bowl, left over from last night’s big feast. Tomorrow they would be covered in grease again. ‘You eat, you shit, you shit, you eat, you die,’ he groused. The old woman took no notice, apart from coming over every now and then to turn off extra lights. He waited until evening until he washed them.


 


Hongliang began to tell a story to Xu Yousheng.


 


It was the first and final time Hongyang had been so humiliated. They hoisted his arms up high as he trotted along with his head on one side, whinging that they were treating him like some petty thief. There were two rake-thin police officers, and Hongyang, who was built like a bear. They escorted him to Back Ridge. Back then the concrete road wasn’t built yet, so the jeep couldn’t get any further than Zhao Hollow. We were upset, not because one of our own had been taken away, but because he was so useless; year after year we’d swallowed his insults and waited on him hand and foot, and it turned out he was a complete coward. A coward! What I’m saying, Yousheng, is that you have to get a bit more streetwise, grow a thick skin, put up with a certain amount of humiliation. All the same, though, what you absolutely mustn’t do is grovel like a Pekinese dog. You can’t act completely spineless, right?


He didn’t even wave an arm in protest, he seemed perfectly happy to go along with them, and off he trotted like a good boy. When he got to the bend in the road, he shouted that there was a wild boar. Taking advantage of the guards’ surprise, he shook himself free and took off up the mountain. He thought he could use the brief distraction, grab that golden opportunity to flee, but one of the policemen shouted at him: ‘Don’t move or I’ll fire!’ and Hongyang stopped and stood there, his legs trembling, until he slowly turned round and saw that the cop was just pointing his finger, an impressive-looking finger. Then he took to his heels again.


When he got back to the village, he was very pleased with himself, told everyone about it, then got together some food and went and took refuge on the mountain. We thought good riddance, and never gave him a second thought. But they came back in force, the two cops and two members of the Public Security Bureau’s team, and a driver, and a heavy-duty four-battery torch too – that was what they later used to hit Shuizhi on the collarbone when she was resisting arrest. That was a bad blunder, although at the time there didn’t seem to be any other way, because if they returned empty-handed, they might be asked: ‘And where’s the person we sent you to pick up?’ Worse still, they would feel the locals’ eyes on them. They wouldn’t say it out loud, but there would be silent criticisms about how the police had messed up again. The local police could not bear to lose face, and besides, it made the whole country look bad. Their police badges were embroidered with the five-pointed star, the ear of wheat and the Great Wall, they had to re-establish their authority, they must not betray any weaknesses.


At their wits’ end, they decided to take Shuizhi away in the hopes that this would persuade Hongyang to give himself up. But then they were criticised for their action by the Public Security Bureau. Any other time and they wouldn’t have acted like that, but just this once they felt a fierce sense of dignity. They wanted to piss on someone who’d made them doff their caps in the past. At the same time, they thought picking up a woman would be as simple as grabbing hold of a chicken. How could they know she’d be so hard to move?


First, Shuizhi flung herself to the ground to make herself heavier, then she grabbed and bit their calves. Whenever she came up against some large object, she clung to it, even going so far as to hook her legs around it too. Women were such a pain in the neck. To try and make it go a bit more smoothly, one of the Public Security team members raised the torch and banged it down on her collarbone. And that was it. She foamed at the mouth, gabbled wildly, and gasped for breath as if she was about to expire. They knew by now that she was of no value in herself, but it was just their bad luck that they couldn’t let her go. If they did so, they’d be a laughing stock. It was like a certain General said about the proverbial plot of desert land: Although it has no military value, you can’t not conquer it, because army morale depends on it.


So they dragged Shuizhi off to the threshing ground. That ostrich, Hongyang, skulking on the mountain, had a bird’s-eye view. If he’d gone, we’d have put a stop to what they were doing to Shuizhi, but he was crouched down in a low bush, and right here . . .


 


Xu Yousheng’s thoughts began to wander. Jin Yan must have left Fan township by now. He shoved his phone back into his pocket. A moment before, he had washed a bowl, washed his hands in a bucket and dried them on the seat of his trousers, then taken out his phone to sneak a look and see if there were any messages, but there was only a spam message from an online magazine, which read: Everything’s wrong about a place a woman’s abandoned, things will never go well there.


Hongliang continued.


 


Shuizhi’s legs left two trails in the dirt, and she wailed piteously. Then, in the interests of dramatic authenticity, she went quite rigid before apparently coming to her senses again, though afterwards she would say that this rigidity was a last rush of vitality before she expired. Her eyes were dull and she groaned over and over: ‘I’m . . . going . . . to . . . die, I’m . . . going . . . to . . . die.’ She tried everything.


As soon as they got to the deserted surroundings of Back Ridge, they could stop pretending to care what happened to her. They carried her along by the arms and feet, as if she was merely a stretcher – after all, she only weighed seventy or eighty jin – though she had put up an incredible struggle up till now. She was as dried-up as a crack in the rock that nothing could grow out of, she hadn’t been able to bear children, and she was nothing to look at. As long as she was still herself, though, so long as a finger of hers was still alive, so long as her groans floated in the air and people still spoke of her, then she would continue to taunt Hongyang, a reminder of his failings as a man.


We heard a rustling from up behind the village. As he ran down the track brushing against the tree branches, his teeth knocking together as if he was being kicked along the hard road surface until his skull nearly cracked open, he caught up with the officers. Sounding more like the police than the police themselves, he commanded: ‘Let her go.’


‘We thought you weren’t coming!’


Their words sounded strange and uncertain. The whole object of the exercise had been to force Hongyang out into the open, but now that he was here, they had to try their utmost to convince themselves that they were in control of the situation. By now Hongyang was a whirlwind of excitement, a jumble of words rushed from his mouth like a swarm of bees. Finally, he pulled himself together and forced himself to speak slowly.


‘You . . . can beat and . . . abuse me a thousand . . . ten thousand times . . . but you cannot . . . touch my woman . . . once . . . understand?’ He was so confident that he was in the right that he grabbed the collar of one of the Public Security team who in turn had hold of Shuizhi by the collar, and demanded: ‘Tell me, why are you beating her? Why? Why?’


And that was when they realised they hadn’t prepared themselves. There was no time to think up a plausible excuse now, so after a feeble attempt to fob him off, they finally retorted: ‘We beat her, so what?’


 


A bowl spun through the air and dropped into the bucket with a dull thud, and Hongliang demonstrated the beating by pretending to slap Xu Yousheng’s face a few times with a soapy hand, as Xu Yousheng backed away.


 


‘What’s all this about, eh?’ Hongyang slapped the officer, first across the right cheek, then the left, back and forth, back and forth, bam, bam, bam, a total of eighteen smacks, as if smacking away his own weakness and inferiority.


The officers grabbed Hongyang. Then all those old people in the village who had lived too long and were bored out of their minds came running. They started swiping at the officers’ legs with their brooms and walking sticks, until the officers finally understood that you could not lay a finger on the old and the young and the women. They lowered their heads and tried to break through the wall of people that hemmed them in. We stood stock-still, not stopping them but not letting them through either. We formed a sort of human wall – as you know, there’s nothing illegal about that.


Finally they found an opening and slipped through. One of the officers, the gangly one with sloping shoulders and a very big head, even went as far as to ask us: ‘Excuse me, please let us through.’ He was definitely the most courteous of the lot. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was his first police operation. He was very fair-skinned and didn’t act like a countryman. And that was how the whole thing concluded, oddly enough. They were supposed to pick up Hongyang but didn’t, and Hongyang’s woman got a severe beating.


We waited in the end-of-performance silence, both sides having abruptly called it quits, wondering quite where the sound and the fury had disappeared to, why calm had descended so quickly, until they exchanged looks and made off, leaving us open-mouthed. They put all their energy and determination into their legs, as if they were mime artists, and disappeared in a cloud of dust. Only Gangly walked at a more sedate pace. He must have been tempted to fly along with them, because he peered after them, although he only walked a little faster. Even though he was no doubt aware of our eyes fixed on his retreating figure, he kept a tight grip on himself. I suppose he imagined he could leave safely this way, but I bet he was also thinking how you can’t just scuttle away like a frightened rat when you’re in a uniform.


Then the other Public Security team officer, the one with the Stalin moustache, landed him in the shit. When he was a safe distance away, he brandished a kitchen knife and yelled: ‘You Aiwan folk, don’t do anything stupid, I’ve got criminal evidence here.’ We started shouting and yelling then, especially the man who realised he’d lost his kitchen knife. He’d been waving it in the air, making chopping motions with the back of the blade, and somehow it ended up being stolen from him. He thought the knife might get him convicted or, worse still, executed, so he set off in pursuit, followed by a dozen others.


The police scattered, one of them running up the mountain. Only Gangly was still walking, though he sped up so much he nearly fell over his feet. As we surged forwards, it looked like he was one of us – he reminded me of a defeated soldier trying to pass himself off as an ordinary civilian in a crowd. We never did catch them up, we were upset about that, and scared too, though all we wanted to do was to get hold of the evidence, and on our way back, the sight of Gangly made us even more upset. He was red-faced with annoyance as he tried to blend in, and for a while it looked as if he would get away, until someone gave a loud laugh and it dawned on us that here we had a hostage.


We lifted him into the air, yelling crazily: ‘We got him! We can do what we like with him!’, as if we were going to carry him off on an ox cart heaped with resin-soaked firewood and put him to death. Afterwards I heard he’d resigned from the police and had gone off travelling. I don’t know if that’s true, but maybe he’s looking down from the heavens on us tiny-as-silkworm-egg mortals right now.


 


Xu Yousheng looked up at a plank on the ceiling, which was yellow and glowing like a pine torch though it must have been white and covered in whiskers to start with. A chandelier dangled from it, and some cured meat and countless dust tendrils; the outside layer of fat was wrinkled and hard, like human hams that had had to be cured, not thrown out, because they’d been cut off the body. We live in a vertical society, Xu Yousheng thought as he looked at his uncle, and we’re at the bottom of the heap.


 


Gangly’s tears spilled from the corners of his eyes, as if someone had knocked over a water jug, and he prayed ‘Merciful Bodhisattva!’ in a reedy voice. We flung him to the ground. Then Hongyang got hold of him by his collar and pulled him up.


‘Why did you arrest my woman? Why did you beat her? What crime did she ever commit?’


But the man wasn’t making any meaningful sounds by then, just whining. In the end, he signed a document certifying that firstly, we had never harmed the police with that knife or any other weapon, secondly, Shuizhi had been arrested without any cause and had been seriously hurt, and thirdly, the police would foot the bill for all the medical treatment of Shuizhi and any other injured villagers.


As he pressed his fingerprint on it, we clustered around him like a flock of vultures, and without being asked, he silently took out all his money. Someone suggested that he should carry Shuizhi on his back to the local hospital, and had started to make a stretcher with split bamboo woven across two straight pieces of wood, when someone else said to him, ‘You dickhead, you’re walking straight into a trap!’ And anyway, we had no idea what our next move should be and we let him go.


Down in Zhao Hollow, Gangly met twelve colleagues from three local police posts. They were armed with two pistols, each ready to fight their way back to Aiwan, when a motorbike sped up and the rider shouted at them to stay where they were. The Bureau chief had been dispatched by the mayor, who in turn had been phoned by Zhang Gongti. Zhang Gongti worked on the provincial government planning committee, his aunt was from Aiwan, and it was he who put a stop to this business, saying that each side had suffered losses, and that they should call it quits. It was only Shuizhi who carried on whispering so convincingly that anyone listening to her for the first time might believe that she had been critically injured. She was a good woman, and she knew that by whispering she could mount up the evidence for Hongyang and all the villagers, and if and when there was a settling-up, she would be able to say: I nearly died, you know, I was in bed a whole week and I actually nearly died.


 


The chandelier looked like an anchor. The lamp base had been forged, bent, welded and spray-painted to look like it belonged in a European country house. It was lit by six coffee-shop-style bulbs, each emitting a warm golden glow like everlasting candles, and Hongliang often raised his tall, amber-stemmed glass to the chandelier and sipped his brandy, to the accompaniment of Fleetwood Mac on the sound system. The vocals were low and gravelly, gradually eclipsed during the song as the instrumental took over, making you feel weightless, as if suspended over a waterfall.


Hongliang used to listen to one particular ballad over and over as he sat under the chandelier, writing love letters he’d never send. Until, one day, he received a response. She came back, by buses and trains, from Xiushui county town. After his three years of teacher training college, their relationship seemed to retain a hallowed ambiguity: every day as the sun went down, he waited by the basketball court to see her come out of an alley to fetch boiling water and go back the same way. They would sneak glances at one another, unless she was uninterested that day. If that was the case then she wouldn’t look at him, but if she was interested she’d flaunt herself, and he’d waste a lot of time feeling upset about it.


Now she came swinging along wearing a long sleeveless jumper, a short denim skirt and black leggings, and he didn’t know what to do. Her long legs, encased tightly in black nylon, nicely rounded and well proportioned, tempted his lustful eyes upwards to roam over her perfect body. She was brand new, had not had time to go to rack and ruin, he observed surreptitiously, and for many days afterwards, those long legs – especially when she wore the white ballet flats that made walking difficult and encased her dancer’s feet – would trample on his heart like a watchful deer in a forest, making him double over to relieve the piercing pain of having loved and lost her. He had the urge to push up her leggings to reveal those long smooth legs. Her scent seemed to speak to him, making him feel as if his insides were full of soft fur. This was the only visit the goddess paid him.


The day after that, Hongliang’s mother grew frantic. She kept saying that she couldn’t see any more, until the chandelier’s six candle bulbs were swapped for a fluorescent tube. This calmed her down, and she stuck her portrait of the Bodhisattva, goddess of mercy, back on the wall once more.


She moved her meditation mat to a position with better light, and here she peeled the yam vine stalks that poor people ate in season but rich people fed to the pigs – though one day they might get sick of rich meat dishes and appreciate the crisp freshness of these greens for one day – and she liked to get Hongliang to wash everything because ever since she’d given birth to him, she’d been phobic of water.


 


As Hongliang and his nephew sat washing the dishes, the moths were drawn to the fluorescent tube like iron filings to a magnet. Its brightness was dazzling. Even though a shade would have helped, every peasant’s home had a light that glared like this. As the poem in Hongliang’s schoolbook went:


 


The more clamorous the cicadas,


the quieter the woods,


the louder the birds,


the more serene the mountains.


 


The poem speaks of irredeemable poverty. Xu Yousheng watched the moths hurling themselves against the chandelier, then looked at his uncle and thought: He always told my dad he was Napoleon, Marshal Tian Peng, descendant of emperors, but he’s stuck here studying clan histories, county annals, teahouse dramas and folk tales, to pass the time.


 


If only Hongxing had not disappeared, then Hongliang might have been able to leave home. But then there was the day Hongxing lost contact with his family and was never heard of again, dead or alive, and the family elders went to the Gaoquan coal mine to berate the mine owners, and Boss Ho found witnesses who swore that Hongxing had gone off with a bunch of others leaving only a rusty enamel cup and an empty ashtray in his room, and they had found no trace of him down in the mine. ‘Our wages were too low for him, he went off to Hubei to make money,’ said Boss Ho.


So they went to Yangxin county in Hubei, but they had no luck there either.


 


The day after Hongliang first began to tell Hongyang’s story to Xu Yousheng, Hongliang’s mother saw Hongxing: the funeral procession ran for cover as the sky filled with roiling black clouds, as if countless black tanks were advancing overhead. Lightning burst through the sky like a camera flashgun that gave everything a halo: the millet leaves, withered from a mere half day’s sunshine; a shallow trickle of water, flowing slowly in the ditch. Ants stood in the cracked clods of earth with one leg raised as if in meditation, and shiny plastic bags took flight in the wind. This dramatic scene was followed by pitch darkness, the same darkness that comes when the fire goes out. After that there was light again, a light that exploded like heavenly cymbals banging. The mourners had never seen things so clearly, but they did not see what Hongliang’s mother did: dozens of inky black corpses floating on hills, streams, fields and roads.


She saw Aiwan’s dead from the past twenty years, heads and arms dangling, shoulders upright as if suspended – even those who had been paralysed in life were like that, their stick-like legs wobbling slightly – with trickles of blood oozing from the corners of their mouths, distorted expressions and clothes so shabby they looked like they’d been flogged. Their eyes were open but unseeing, like imbeciles, and they held sticks with which they beat the grass in front of them. They were so immersed in their pain that they’d lost their wits, their feelings and their memory. The slightest breath of wind made them instinctively huddle together, then creep forward between one lightning flash and the next.


Hongxing was still wearing his blue uniform from the Finance Office. It was covered in handfuls, or rather shovelfuls, of coal slag, from the top of his head, over his shoulders and down to the toes of his shoes. He did not look at his mother, or at the village, as he opened his crusty, grimy mouth and attempted to let out a groan of pain.


‘Son, son, son, son, son, son, son,’ the wretched old woman cried as she tried desperately to reach him. ‘My son, my son!’ Great rolls of thunder rang out, and the rain pelted down in torrents as if the heavens were exploding. After this the skies brightened, and the scenery was covered in a gorgeous film of pearlescent water droplets on the leaves of the bent branches. The newly varnished coffin gleamed even more brightly now as the water buffalo prepared to heave itself to its feet, wrestling its rear quarters out of the slurry and pushing up on its front legs.


The hordes of dead had disappeared without a trace, and Hongliang’s mother was soaked through. Her pockets, her old-fashioned cloth shoes and her tangled hair, even her eye sockets were full of water. She was drenched in the very liquid she was so intensely afraid of, and she stood in the fields wailing pitifully: ‘I saw him, I really did! He must have died in a coal shaft, far from home.’


Two months later, Hongliang was taken away, and there was not a single person in Aiwan willing to lift a finger to stop them. No one, that is, except for his mother, who gave the police cigarettes and demanded that they teach him a good lesson, as if she was consigning him to their care.


From Aiwan he was taken to the county town, which he had once thought so alluring. On one occasion he had spent three nights outside the residence of the chief of the Education Bureau, although he never did get to present him with the gifts of spirits and cigarettes he had brought with him. He ended up consuming them himself, until he was thoroughly intoxicated. What’s more, he never did get the transfer, not even to Fan township. But at least he managed to score a historic hundred on the county town’s only snooker table. Hongliang had dragged his bow-tied opponent’s reputation through the dirt, so that now the townsfolk watched with some curiosity as Hongliang was taken out of the police jeep, his hair chopped short with a few passes of the scissors, and the victims’ families stood at the gate of the city hall holding banners denouncing the government department for being too lenient with this bad apple among the teachers’ ranks, this ‘engineer of the human spirit’ accused of molesting large numbers of his female pupils, though what seemed to outrage the villagers more than anything was that he had infected them with genital warts.


By the time Xu Yousheng finally received permission to visit him in prison, Hongliang had gone grey at the temples. He sat, head bowed and wordless, for two whole hours. Xu Yousheng had begrudgingly come to respect Hongliang, shaking off the contempt he had previously felt towards this village uncle. He thought this respect probably arose out of sympathy for the man, who was pretty much the same age as him, and who was, after all, his mother’s little brother. He knew that Hongliang would not be coming home for a very long time, and would be stepping into his coffin as soon as he did. So Xu Yousheng pulled out all the stops, as if he was visiting someone acutely ill. He dredged up everything he had seen and heard to share with his uncle, enthusiastically at first but soon running out of steam as he scoured his memories, afraid to pause for breath until the prison guard who had let him in with a nod and a wink announced the end of his shift. Xu Yousheng and Hongliang got to their feet at the same moment, and Hongliang gave his nephew a look. Poor man, thought Xu Yousheng, he’ll never get over this.


Now, though, the day before the funeral, Hongliang still had respect and status, or rather he thought he still had respect and status. He was wearing a threadbare pink shirt, the uniform at his teacher-training college. He was desperately clinging on to shreds of dignity as he strode back and forth, barking: ‘Wei? Wei? Hello? Hello?’ into his mobile phone. He ended up in an argument with the stonemason about the characters that made up Hongyang’s name. ‘So much to do,’ he said, turning to Xu Yousheng. ‘The feng shui’s been done and the only auspicious day in the next couple of weeks is tomorrow. But the slab hasn’t been carved yet, and I’m always the one who has to sort these things out.’


His shadow fell on the two stacks of rice bowls that he had pulled out. They were wobbling, and Xu Yousheng re-stacked them into six piles. Hongliang offered him a cigarette that cost thirty-five cents. Xu Yousheng had brought his own, best-quality Jinsheng at twenty-three yuan per pack, but had not dared take them out for fear of offending the other man, so he abstained and lit his uncle’s cigarette for him.


‘Why aren’t you smoking?’ asked Hongliang.


‘I will in a bit.’


Hongliang picked up the story of Hongyang once more.


 


Just two months, and Hongyang changed from being a coward under arrest to a man who marched up to the local police station and challenged them.

OEBPS/OPF/clip0001.png
WAKE ME UP AT NINE
INTHE MORNING

by

AYi

Translated by Nicky Harman

e,

ONEWORLD





OEBPS/OPF/clip0004.png





OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Wake Me Up at 9:00 in the Morning



  



  



			Cover



			Praise for A Perfect Crime



			Title Page



			Contents



			Character list



			Part I



			Chapter 1



			Chapter 2



			Part II



			Chapter 3



			Chapter 4



			Chapter 5



			Chapter 6



			Chapter 7



			Chapter 8



			Chapter 9



			Chapter 10



			Chapter 11



			Chapter 12



			Part III



			Chapter 13



			Chapter 14



			Chapter 15



			Chapter 16



			Chapter 17



			Chapter 18



			Chapter 19



			Chapter 20



			Chapter 21



			Chapter 22



			Chapter 23



			Chapter 24



			Chapter 25



			Part IV



			Chapter 26



			Chapter 27



			Chapter 28



			Chapter 29



			Part V



			Chapter 30



			Chapter 31



			Chapter 32



			Chapter 33



			Chapter 34



			Chapter 35



			Chapter 36



			Chapter 37



			Chapter 38



			Glossary



			About the Author



			Imprint Page











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg





