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  Chapter One


  This story begins with an old-fashioned tugboat. I tell you that I could spend hours talking about that boat. Yennie always thought that I liked making up stories, and she always thought that I liked talking big. How did that shabby boat speckled with green paint suddenly get a bit interesting-seemingly something remarkable-when I started talking about it? Yennie said, Bud, if you didn't mention that shabby boat I'd have surely just about forgotten about it. I'd have forgotten so many things if you hadn't mentioned them. And Yennie was right-we should always think about old things, otherwise we'll forget them. There are many things in the world, if you don't hold onto their memory, they'll slip away on their own and disappear without a trace.

  Surely there are some things you keep thinking of because they're unforgettable. I can't forget that old-style tugboat. I can never help but to have those memories. There are some things that I really don't want to forget. Nowadays you don't see obsolete tugboats like that; nowadays we travel by train, plane or even expressway. That old-fashioned tugboat was very slow, and the roar of the small steamboat engine in front of us sounded like a machine gun. During the whole journey we were braving dark smoke. Behind us, a bunch of tugboats lined up like boxcars, and a long line of green tugboats, one after another, cruised on the water like a snake. I cannot forget that thick, dark smoke; it engraves deeply in your mind, like a large flock of crows flying in the sky, lying low and flying in like a huge, dense mass. Many years have passed, but I still can't drive it off-I can't forget it. To be honest, it was right there on that tugboat like a boxcar that I'd first discovered my affinity for Yennie. If one were to say it was my first love, or love at first sight, that would be fine. In any case that's when it started, with black clouds hanging in the blue sky, and the steam whistle often blowing, the engine "boom chuck"-ing along. In that atmosphere of bustling chaos, I suddenly realized that I loved Yennie with all my heart.

  Dating was different then. Those were conservative times, and coming to understand it was late in coming. However, no matter how late it was, they'd still come to understand it. Ah, people. When you get to a certain age, you just up and like someone for no reason. You like one person for a while, then another for another while. Your affinity is justifiable in itself; you can like them for a phase and drop it later on. But the feelings I had for Yennie were fundamentally not of that nature. I fell in love with her at first sight, and I stayed loyal to her my whole life. Liking a woman is different from loving her. At that time I was already twenty-one years old, my health strapping as a bull. Though I had feelings for women a few times before, it was indeed different that time. It was completely different that time around, and it was true love at first sight. Such a wonderful feeling perhaps can only be experienced once in a lifetime. A person's life can be very long, and that can give you a hazy perspective on everything. But it can happen just this one time that suddenly you've found the feeling and are, as such, completely shrouded by love. In this moment when you don't know that it's a gift from God, and while you still don't understand how it happened, the real woman that you'll love for the rest of your life has appeared right in front of you.

  It's really hard to put the feelings I had at that time to words. The story began, it just began, as sudden as a gust of wind, as fast as lightning; it just arrived out of the blue. Yennie and I met on that boat, and in the twinkling of an eye our hearts abruptly ignited, our blood boiling with excitement. Oh, my heart had always been a dark, pitch-dark room where nothing was visible. Then, suddenly, a little hand reached over to the door of the room, opened it and switched the light on, making it bright at once.

  This part of the story took place while I was being sent by the government to work and live in the countryside. I was at Caochangmen dock, which was at the time still a boarding area, a little dock, surrounded by a big crowd. Oh, in those days, railway stations, bus stations, and steamship docks were always packed with people; every place resounded with farewell cries. Group after group of educated youth were hastened to go to work in mountain areas and countryside villages, scattered out into the vast world like dandelion seeds. It was my father who saw me off to the boat. My mother and my sister, their eyes brimming with tears, also wanted to come with us, but my father held them back, saying that there were some things that women cannot bear, and my departure was one of them. So they hugged each other and started crying. They hugged me too, covering my clothes with snivel and tears.

  My father said, "What are you crying for? Bud said he was going, and he's going. Shouldn't everyone be happy?"

  My sister said,"Who's going to help Bud wash his clothes now?"

  I carelessly replied, "That's easy. I'll wash my own clothes."

  My father said, "Just let him practice. Who would wash his own clothes in his early twenties?"

  My father got impatient with their crying, so we left straight away. After walking quite a long distance, I realized that I hadn't said goodbye, so I turned my head and waved to my mother and sister. They stopped their crying and were staring at me. I waved to them, and they waved back to me.

  My father said, "Bud, your mother has longed for you to grow up, but now that you've really grown up, it's time for you to go to the countryside. She can't accept it, but what's the big deal with going to the countryside?"

  Large crowds of educated youth like swarms of bees were sent to the countryside in those days, and no one could get out of it. Of course, there were myriad different scenes worth seeing and mentalities worth taking note of. There were people crying because they couldn't bear leaving home, who thought that going to the countryside was the end of the world; there were people jumping for joy in high spirits, who thought going to the countryside was an ascension to heaven. For me, it was out of the question to be either happy or sad. We were soon to say goodbye, and my father and I hadn't talked much up to that point. We were at a loss of words the whole journey. At first we were going to take the bus, but we had too many things and the bus was too crowded, so my father decided we'd better go on foot. Fortunately, we brought a spare shoulder pole, and the whole way my father was anxious to carry my luggage for me. I said I wanted to carry it, but he replied that I'd still have to carry it for days, so I should save my strength. I didn't want to stand on ceremony with him then. I didn't want to discuss it with him. I was taller than my father and stronger than him, but it was truly absurd for two big men to fight in the street. Anyway, we had plenty of time, but after intermittently walking and resting, it was already time for me to board the boat by the time we arrived at Caochangmen dock.

  An old lady was sitting on the ground, crying loudly. I couldn't hear what she was saying very well, but she was surrounded by a few people helping her to get up off the ground. There was a huge, chaotic crowd of people. It took me a great effort to get on the boat, squeezing through the crowd with my two large bags. I stood by the boat's railing, trying to wave goodbye to my father, but he'd already turned his back, walking slowly outside the crowd with the shoulder pole in his hand. Looking silently at my father's back, I had an indescribable feeling. When he arrived on the bank, he turned his head and looked at our boat. I waved to him again but he didn't respond. I knew his sight wasn't good and that he couldn't see well. He just stood there, looking straight at our boat. When the boat finally sailed, he was still standing there, unwilling to leave. Suddenly, he raised his hand and waved casually at our boat.

  Then our boat sailed along the Qinhuai river and entered the Yangtze. Looking out onto the water of the broad river, our moods brightened up immediately. We were just school graduates, and we had no idea of how our future was going to be.

  The sun was going down right then, but nobody was paying attention. Everybody was fascinated by the majestic appearance of the Nanjing Yangtze river bridge. It was the first time I had the opportunity to see it. At that time that gigantic dragon made of iron and steel was a newly-finished project, and we were right on the heels of a celebration party for its opening. We didn't expect that our first time seeing the bridge would've actually turned out that way-not only from a boat, but even going under it. Everyone on the boat was excited-some people were cheering, some others started singing. Our boat revved up its horsepower as we drove out, closer and closer to the bridge. I raised my head, looking at that huge steel bridge, looking at its rivets. A train arrived from far away and rumbled by as it drove over us.

  The bridge got farther and farther behind us, just like our hometown. It was right in that moment that I saw Yennie. Before that, everyone's attention was fixed on the words "Bridging North and South, we're surmounting natural barriers and creating thoroughfares" that were painted on the bridge. The bridge gradually disappeared, and everyone, one after another, returned to their cabins. I suddenly noticed that not far away, a girl was still standing at the stern of the boat. She was wearing a floral quilted jacket, a blue scarf around her neck, and was standing there all alone as if she were still looking at the already vanished Yangtze River Bridge. Finally, she slowly turned her head as if she sensed someone looking at her and carelessly took a glance at me. Hence, our eyes had met by chance with me looking at her and her looking at me. Yennie had only casually turned around then, only giving me a quick glance, and then her eyes quickly shifted away in some other direction. But I, on the contrary, couldn't stop staring at her. My pupils were like two bullets loaded in my eyes, waiting for the pull of a trigger.

  We'd just left our hometown, so so there was no semblance of sadness on our faces yet. It was too soon to be sad, and everybody was immersed in the excitement of independence. I thought that the girl in front of my eyes looked familiar, but I couldn't remember who she was. My behavior was clearly excessive-my eyes were stinging Yennie's face like flies, lingering and not letting go. As she was perhaps confused by my wanton glare, she quickly turned to look at me and saw that I was still staring at her and immediately moved her eyes away again. Instead of being offended by my presumptuousness and rudeness, she was just a bit embarrassed and wondering why I was being that way. It seemed we were destined to be together. I couldn't have imagined that to be true, but that short moment was somehow inexplicably destined to be eternal. Even I can't explain why my actions were so exaggerated in that moment. That moment was the first time I'd ever been so enthusiastic about a girl, as I'd never paid attention to anyone else like that before. Yennie walked slowly beside me, and before going out of the cabin, she turned to get a look at me.

  The boat was filled with educated youths, and Yennie simply dissipated into the crowd. She'd vanished and was gone as quickly as she'd arrived. Our boat was crawling along at the slowest speed imaginable. It was an incompetent antique; compared to the new hovercrafts that you can see in movies nowadays, it slid along as slow as a snail. Yet somehow I thought it was a speed queen, braving the wind and the waves. The boat was incredibly noisy, roaring incessantly like a wild animal. There was a strong wind over the river, too, and it left no place for escape. It blew so hard that it made us tremble from head to foot. But even as cold as it was, I didn't want to go into the cabin. After seeing Yennie, I paced around the deck, unable to stop myself from looking for some trace of her. The cabin was packed and no one could move, so I could only look in from the outside. I knew that Yennie was somewhere on the boat, so I figured that finding her was inevitable. As the sky darkened, the lights in the cabin were turned on, and I finally saw Yennie again. I finally saw her sitting in a corner in the cabin, and, separated by the windshield, she also noticed me outside the cabin. She smiled carelessly. She noticed that I was still observing her, so she turned back to have a glance at me from time to time, while continuing talking to the people beside her.

  Feng Rui came to my side in that moment. He noticed I was acting strangely, so he whispered to me, "Bud, what's the matter with you? Who are you sneaking around to look at?"

  Feng Rui lowered his head and leaned on the glass window, impetuously looking in at the group of girls who were chatting in the cabin. The group of girls looked back at him.

  I couldn't fall asleep that night; there was no way to get a decent night's sleep. The narrow space in the cabin was suffocating; everybody sat on the narrow wooden benches listening to the sound of the machine, which sounded like a wild horse running wildly. My mind was filled with Yennie's image as I recalled her careless smile again and again. A girl was crying melancholically, intermittently, and her voice like a little bird chirping in the woods. She was missing her mom and dad, and this ethos permeated the air. We were sitting there properly-boys with boys, girls with girls. Some people were comforting the crying girl, but she continued to sob spasmodically as the sound got stronger and stronger, louder and louder. Eventually, one of the boys couldn't bear it anymore and yelled angrily, "Crying? What's there worth crying about?"

  His accusing tone cracked like a thunder through the night air, and everyone in the cabin was hushed over for a while. Thus, the engine noise loudly returned to the forefront. Everyone was seemingly acclimated to the noise before and had forgotten it existed. The girl stopped crying. Shocked by the sudden reproach, she struggled to mollify her sobs. Then the sound of someone trying to calm her down and comfort her could vaguely be heard. Everything was silent, but no one had fallen asleep-nor did they want to sleep. The depressing environment was even less tolerable than the girl's sobbing, and it made them feel yet more suffocated.

  Then, a girl suddenly cried out against the boy who'd just reproached the crying girl, "Why shouldn't she cry if she wants to?"

  Another girl immediately chimed in, "Yeah, so what if she cries?"

  So the crying girl started howling again, and she moaned on for a long time as she made very strange sounds. All the boys on our side immediately burst into laughter, and none of us could do otherwise. However, the sound of laughter disappeared quickly, because many girls were already joining in on the crying.

  That was a very long night. I couldn't stop wondering all night if the first girl who was crying was Yennie. I kept thinking whether the girl (whose voice was like a little bird chirping) could be exactly the same girl who was stuck in my mind. Before seeing Yennie, my mind was completely in the dark about it. But once I saw here I couldn't keep my heart calmed down. I kept thinking all night of the girl who made my heart beat wildly. I kept thinking of Yennie the whole night long. Just on my intuition I thought it wouldn't have been her and that Yennie wouldn't have been so fragile. I searched through my mind in vain, wracking my brain trying to figure out exactly who Yennie was, or to understand who she was, that girl who looked so familiar to me.

  Surprisingly, there was only one, co-ed restroom on the boat. The door was just a crude little piece of iron, and the horizontal bolt was broken, so anyone using the restroom had to hold the door closed with his hand. Everybody went in droves to use the restroom for number ones and number twos at dawn the next day, and while we were queuing up, Yennie and I ran into each other again. We exchanged a look with a conspiratorial smile. The smile alone was enough to infatuate me, and enough to prevent me from getting a good night's sleep for several days. I'd been anxious to see her and didn't expect Heaven to set me up with such a good chance. I intentionally slowed my feet to queue up at the same time as Yennie. The boat was already navigating a canal, which didn't have as broad a surface as the river, but as we were closer to the shores, we could clearly see the scenery on both sides. You couldn't see any houses from the canal, just tall trees on the low embankment, large tracts of reeds, and a few magpies flying by. The scenery was like an oil painting. We didn't say anything; we just looked out absent-mindedly at the landscape on both shores. I was happy we were so fortunate to be waiting in line together. She was standing so close to me that she was practically stuck to my back, so although the restroom line was long, the longer it was, the better it was for me. We couldn't do anything but patiently wait, and after waiting a long long time, it was finally our turn. I let Yennie go first, and she hesitated a bit before smiling and going in.

  Yennie didn't stay in the restroom for long, but she sure wasn't quick about it either. Because the bolt was broken, she fiddled around with it fruitlessly in the restroom, clanging it around. I really thought of stepping up to help her keep the door pulled shut and stay on guard, but boys and girls were supposed to be staying separate, so I could only entertain the idea for myself. Behind me, the line for the restroom had grown longer, and everybody was laughing or joking about something. I was standing there with extreme impatience, holding back the crowd behind me. For many years, I was still to reminisce with a smile about that wait so pregnant with deep emotion.

  Even now I still can't forget that scene. I can't forget the beautiful time we spent on the boat. It was my first time being interested in the opposite sex. From that moment on, I fell hopelessly in love with Yennie. It's the most lively scene in my memory; my life started on that day, and from that day on, suddenly everything had a completely new meaning. Yennie was as beautiful as a swan. She danced in the air on the surface of the river and hovered in the blue sky. She took a sudden plunge in my heart, and she's never left it since. From that moment on, everything I've done, every step I've walked-everything was inseparable from her. In all these years, Yennie has always argued that I've exaggerated my one-sided love. She thinks that I repeatedly tell her the story only to please her, because, in fact, my behavior on the boat that day didn't give her the best impression. And it not only wasn't the best, but it was even a little bit bad. Boys are too shameless, and they can frivolously give someone a wrong impression. Yennie thought that I was no more than a boy who likes chasing girls, and this impression never changed for the rest of her life.

  Actually, I figured out Yennie's identity very quickly. Before getting off the boat, I'd already asked Feng Rui if he knew her name and surname. I told him that no matter what, he should introduce me to her. In fact, we might had even met each other already but didn't take special note of it. So it surprised me to find out later that Yennie and I were actually going to the same school: she was in the same class as Feng Rui, one grade lower that mine. No wonder I thought she looked familiar! Connections between people are just so strange-when there are no feelings, there just aren't， but when the time comes, the sparks start flying.

  When we got off the boat, I made my way over to Yennie, my eyes practically spinning around and around, waiting for Fen Rui to introduce us.

  Without a second thought, Feng Rui stood in Yennie's way and said seriously, "Xue Liyan, this is Cai Xuemin. We all call him 'Bud'."

  Yennie was startled for a moment, and then she gave me a quick look with a forced smile on her face.

  Feng Rui got all serious again and said to me, "Bud, this our classmate Xue Liyan."

  I brazenly said, "Hello."

  Yennie didn't reveal what her attitude was, however the girl next to her started chuckling. So I casually nodded my head to the girl. To avoid seeming too rude, Feng Rui introduced me to her, too. Among those girls, some people obviously knew who I was and were making no secret of it. They smacked their lips and said, "So it's you, Bud. You're famous!" I'd already acquired a bad reputation as someone who likes to fight back then. I couldn't help but feel a bit proud when I heard people talking about it. Sometimes when you're away from home it feels really good to have a bad reputation. We exchanged our addresses, and after agreeing to look after one another, I was really happy to discover that Yennie and I were going to work in the same commune.

  Yennie was on our girls' basketball team. My high school only had a girls' team, and to train them the coach would often let them play against boys. I remember I joined in on a match once, but I didn't play long. At the time everybody thought that if boys lost a match with the girls they would lose face, but even if the boys won, they wouldn't improve their reputations either. As for our school, it was quite prestigious. Before the Cultural Revolution, many students passed the yearly entrance examinations to Beijing and Qinghua universities. When I was in school, I almost didn't notice Yennie at all. Since we weren't in the same class and not even in the same grade, I am not even sure if she was on the court when I played against the girls' team that one time. The only one I was familiar with in Yennie's class was Feng Rui, and Yennie hadn't noticed me either; she only remembers that she often played with the boys, sometimes losing, sometimes winning. Only when Feng Rui introduced me to her did she make the connection between me and Bud, the infamous fighter.

  Feng Rui's dad was quite a high-ranking official, and over time he got promoted up through the ranks. When I first met Feng Rui he was thin and small, and it seemed that he could be blown over in a gust of wind. Moreover, he was seriously myopic. At first everyone in school knew to treat him with greater respect as he was the son of a high-ranking official. And as for him, he also had a cocky air. However, his grades were never good, and at that time everyone wondered how he would ever get into a prestigious university with such bad grades. At the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, Feng Rui's father belonged to the first kind of people to be sacked and purged to the brink of death. Honestly, if it weren't for the Cultural Revolution, I would have definitely never got so close to the son of a high official like Feng Rui. Our family backgrounds were very different-my father was a pre-liberation counterrevolutionary, and I was thus innately a son-of-a-bitch, a rightist. But Feng Rui on the other hand was the son of a high official who'd fallen into disgrace, and so he had to undergo a transformation of being good to being bad. He was residing in heaven, but in the span of one campaign he was brought straight down to hell.

  There was every kind of Red Guard organization established in the schools in those days. Feng Rui was actively trying to infiltre these revolutionary organizations, but nobody would take him. Not only wouldn't they take him, but he often got bullied. There was a gang that stopped him at the school gate every day, which especially liked bullying students whose families had bad components. Those guys were cowards who only knew how to pick on weaker kids. They never dared coming up to me looking for trouble. First, I was older, and second, I'd mastered wushu1. I was a good fighter, so it would have gotten them nowhere to offend me. But Feng Rui had it rough-really rough. The gang always stood with their legs apart and made him crawl between their legs. Not only boys, but also some mean girls liked to use this method to humiliate him. In the end, Feng Rui couldn't stand the humiliation anymore, so in a fit of rage he anxiously came looking for me, asking me to be his teacher. He wanted to study boxing with me and wanted me to teach him some moves. I told him that he was fundamentally not qualified to be my disciple and that I'd never accept a coward that crawled through people's legs as a disciple.

  I said, "You look so stupid that even if you learned how to spar, no one would ever fight you."

  Feng Rui said, "How can I stop them from picking on me?"

  "What do you mean 'stop them from picking on you'?"

  "Nowadays everyone and even their dead grandmothers are wiping the floor with my face."

  I told him that he deserved to be a mop, and as he apparently wasn't expecting me to refuse him, Feng Rui felt really let down.

  Feng Rui suddenly got down on the ground wanting to crawl between my legs. I was startled and asked what the hell is wrong with you. Do you have a fetish for crawling between people's legs or something. Feng Rui retorted, I must have been blind to want you as my teacher. I confused as to why he'd suddenly get so worked up like that. He growled out aggressively, Bud, do you know the story of Han Xin's humiliation? I'm telling you I'm Han Xin, damn it. If a real man wants revenge, ten years is not too long to wait. I'll show you one day how strong I am-you all can just wait. Having said that, he started crying and crawling towards me, persisting in trying crawl through my legs. I was annoyed, and I almost tripped over backwards trying to get away.

  Feng Rui said, "Why don't you let me crawl through?"

  I said, "Alright already-don't be so damned persistent. Stand up-now!"

  Feng Rui kept pouting between snivels and tears. His pouting was truly grieved and desperate.

  I said, "Stop crying. I accept you as my disciple."

  I was about to accept him, but he suddenly strengthened his stance on the ground and wouldn't stand up.

  He said, "Since you don't like me, I won't ask you to be my teacher anymore."

  And this is how Feng Rui and I became friends. We became best buddies, and I even gave him an heirloom, copper cat o' nine tails. Honestly, I'd never been able to put that cat o' nine tails to good use, but I still taught him some pretty good, elementary moves. From then on, Feng Rui always treated me as his master. Since his body was thin and weak, his fighting strategy required a weapon. And henceforth, after learning to use the cat o' nine tails, he became too strong to be challenged. When he brandished the whip, even several men at once couldn't find a way to close in on him as no one could overpower the cat o' nine tails. Feng Rui studied and practiced his moves with persistence. He had increased courage and robust qi. Surely no one would have bullied him anymore, and it didn't take him long to start bullying others. Fights were a common occurrence in those days, so Feng Rui often asked me to help in resolving some resentment of his. The problem with him was he liked picking fights and didn't think twice about putting his friends on the battlefield. Feng Rui socialized with every hero on earth and went far and wide to find kindred spirits to swear brotherhood with. In those days we all thought of ourselves as unprincipled-especially after becoming educated youth. Fighting became part of that careless life, and if we fought, we fought tooth and nail. Feng Rui was always proud of having me as his teacher, and the others knew that he was my buddy, so they took care not to offend him.

  I picked up wushu from my father when I was a kid. I started off with Chen style taiji2, and I learned "pushing hands" and Yang style taiji later on. I also placed in the provincial youth competition and got second place in Eastern China. A student of wushu is quick to punch and kick, and he's sure to have the upper hand in fights. I actually owe a lot to my father. I don't know how many fights I got into as a young man, but on the whole I was never beaten badly. Practicing wushu has been a family tradition for many generations, and whenever you see an accomplished disciple, they owe their success to their teachers. My grandfather had an established reputation in those days, and my father was a coach in the academy for training officers. In the past the National Party's military academy was well-regarded for wushu instruction, and my father was already a kind of squadron leader there when he was barely a young man. Such a rank sounds great, but at that time it was miserable. Before the Cultural Revolution my father's high rank was considered a historical problem as a counter revolutionary. My father had a rather-break-than-bend temperament, and since he was stigmatized as being one of the four types of detractors [1], he wanted to make sure that his son wasn't going to be bullied, so he gave me an early start in martial arts. He thought that a man should know some form of kungfu, and if he did, he was less likely to be bullied. He was just trying to keep me from being picked on and would have never imagined that I'd end up using what he taught me for the wrong purposes.

  Given my bad reputation, people often asked me to help them get revenge. And me? I was more than willing to show off my skills in doing so. Whenever someone called on me, I always went without ever giving it a second thought. I became a complete and total thug. There was an opera called "Red Detachment of Women" (one of the eight communist model operas) which had a bad guy named Nan Batian, a hooligan who was also named Bud and who always dressed head to toe in black, silk clothes and had a gun on his waist. Yennie says that when she first started to call me Bud, it felt awkward because she connected the name to the bad guy in the play in black clothes with a gun on his waist. She always thought that everyone called me Bud because of that character in "Red Detachment of Women", and no matter how I tried to explain it to her, she just never believed me.

  By the time we were moved into the countryside, I was veritably notorious for fighting. Yennie and I were in the same county and also in the same commune, so I often seized the opportunity to pick on the boys of her production team. Their boys were constant targets of our abuse early on; we'd go and beat them up at the slightest provocation. We beat up those useless little boys till they howled and wailed, and they'd scurry away whenever they saw us around. Feng Rui's production team was right next to Yennie's, so I was in the habit of stopping by Yennie's production team to cause trouble after visiting Feng Rui. Not only did we mess up those boys, but we didn't spare the production team's peasants3 either. There was only way we could prove ourselves was to have a fight. Only by fighting could I enjoy great popularity; only by fighting could I be a spectacular hero. We were young, and so we didn't know how to handle matters with any moderation at all; we didn't think about the consequences for a second. We even pretended to be evil on purpose sometimes. We amused ourselves to complete excess in those days, and we roughed people up all the time. We acted just like the japs, beating up one man today and the other tomorrow. Basically, we'd become the scourge of the town. Whenever people heard the bad guys were coming, they'd instantly ran for cover, terror-stricken.

  Soon we chummed up with Yennie's production team boys. If we didn't go fight them, we wouldn't have become friends. But if we'd really wanted to fight them, they wouldn't have been proper opponents. They started sucking up to us, so Feng Rui and I started risking our lives to go beat up their enemies. There was nothing else to do but fight in those days. It somehow seemed that there was no sense in living if we couldn't go around fighting. Every trifling quibble would be a ripe pretext for a fight. If we didn't like something, we fought over it. If one of us was offended, we fought the offender. We fought over girls and fought if someone reneged on a debt. We fought if we couldn't borrow some money. Often, we fought just for fighting. Sometimes there was simply no reason to fight, but we fought anyway. We fought till their faces were puffed up and noses bloodied; we fought till they were smack on the ground seeing stars. To us those years as educated youth were a steep slope of degeneration and descent into unreason. Before going to the countryside, at least there were parents in charge of discipline at home, teachers at school, and also the aunties who were supervisors from the neighborhood committees. But when we'd arrived in the vast world that was the countryside, beyond the reach of the authorities, no one could keep us in check anymore.

  Besides fighting, we also made passes at girls like rascals. In those days making a pass simply meant having the gall to strike up conversations with them. We didn't have any topic, but we tried to say some flattering nonsense just to please them. We were just trying to look brave in front of them, falling over backwards to ingratiate ourselves to that huge group of girls, wolf whistling behind their backs. We gave everyone the distinct impression that we were randomly flirting with any girl that came around. That could be why Yennie had a lackluster impression of me at first. What gave her the most lasting impression was the ferocious look on my face when I was fighting and feeling careless about other people's lives. It also scared her a lot. In Yennie's memory, Bud was always fighting and getting in trouble. She'd seen and heard so much about my fighting that after we fell in love (and also later when we got married) , she was on red alert, worried I'd start a fight with someone. She was always afraid that I'd hurt or even kill someone. Whenever she saw someone arguing, getting rough, or being chased in the street, her first concern was that it was Bud.

  But honestly, I had a crystal clear purpose from the beginning. Bud was never unfaithful in his heart-Yennie was his only true love. Yennie was my sun, my moon, and the woman of my dreams. Fighting, roving around her production team-anyone with a discerning eye would have understood that it was all to get her attention. Surely she, too, sensed that. My every move was for her. After one year was almost up, I finally let her know unequivocally that my heart was only for her. I told her straight up that she was my only true love. One day, I straight out told Feng Rui that I'd already fallen in love with Yennie, hoping that he'd help relay that meaning to her and give her the message for me.

  But Feng Rui said, "Bud, I'm afraid it'd be best if you told her yourself."

  I still wasn't aware that Feng Rui liked Yennie too, so I was left wondering in my mind what kind of brother wouldn't help me with such a thing.

  Feng Rui said, "I'm just too shy to say it."

  "What's the problem-aren't you classmates?"

  "We're in the same class, but I can't just casually walk up to her and tell her something like this. It's too rushed. What am I supposed to say? What should I say? Just something like 'Bud has a crush on you', as if I were informing her of a commune meeting?"

  "Just say that."

  I don't know what Feng Rui told Yennie, but he hit a major snag. Flushed, Yennie let out a barrage of shameless curses at Feng Rui and had him bring me a message saying that I was a stinking rascal. When Feng Rui delivered the message to me, he said Bud, you're a jerk for having me do this. I got scolded in the process and was really embarrassed. I asked him what exactly he'd told her, and he said, what do you think I said. I said exactly what we agreed to say.

  I couldn't help but ask him: "What did she say in the end?"

  "She called me a rascal."

  "And what else?"

  "What else? Do you expect she said something nice?"

  Xie Jingwen, who lived in the same collective household as Yennie, expressed deep sympathy with my infatuation. She sympathized with me because I could never win Yennie's heart.

  Xie Jingwen knew that I only loved Yennie, and unexpectedly told me in a playful tone of voice, "Bud, seeing Yennie's a lost cause, why not go for another girl?"

  Later on, in front of Yennie, Xie Jingwen candidly told me, "Bud, don't you think that I'm a more suitable candidate for you? Look, you are the son of a pre-liberation counterrevolutionary, and me, my father is a reactionary officer. We are both stinking dog poop. We're a perfect match; we share the same rotten taste. Yennie's family, on the other hand, is part of the revolutionary intelligentsia. Why would she ever like you? You'd better give up quick."

  Xie Jingwen was a frank girl. She was one of the first to have a boyfriend among the female educated youths. She actually helped me a lot in finally winning Yennie over. She was there right from the beginning to help in my pursuit of Yennie. She gave me constant encouragement in my frustration, always saying good things about me in front of Yennie. I was quite desperate in those days, and once, after being very frigidly refused, I realized that I loved Yennie even more-even more than before. I was so deeply sunk in love that I couldn't extricate myself from it. Suddenly, I felt that if I couldn't marry Yennie, if I couldn't have her in my life, then I'd never be happy again. Because I was jilted, I got truly depressed for the first time. My heart was heavy-it felt like it was filled with a heap of stones. I was whole-heartedly in love with Yennie (even though she refused me without appreciating my kindness) , and I almost couldn't take it anymore. But luckily, I wasn't the kind of guy who gives up easily. Bud wasn't a generally persistent guy, but when it came to pursuing Yennie, he was verily brazen. Although Yennie had already explicitly expressed that she didn't like me and didn't want to be my friend, I displayed extraordinary perseverance. I continued naively visiting her like before, just like nothing had happened.

  Since Yennie didn't want to pay attention to me, I had no choice but to talk with the girl next to her, Xie Jingwen. Xie Jingwen soon broke up with her first boyfriend, and then she started clinging to a educated youth from Shanghai who lived in the neighboring village. The guy from Shanghai was a ping pong player and was soon enrolled to compete with the provincial team. Xie Jingwen longed for him all day, and she talked about him at every opportunity. Whenever I had something good to eat, I'd hastily present it to them. One time, an educated youth friend of mine brought me a big bag of Shandong crispy dates, but I only tasted one, and as soon as my friend had gone, I jumped up to bring them the bag. I arrived at their place right at meal time, and Xie Jingwen waved her chopsticks at me, asking me if I had eaten. I lied and said that I'd already eaten. So they went on eating and when they were done they came to taste the crispy dates. Xie Jingwen bit one date soundly and, while eating, she smiled and said, "Bud, you're very skilled at flattery. Too bad it isn't aimed at me. If I ate them you wouldn't remember it later as something romantic, so there'd be no point."

  Yennie didn't speak, she just giggled indifferently. She had that attitude every time I brought something: she wouldn't refuse it, but she wouldn't express any gratitude either. Everyone knew that I was there for Yennie, and everybody laughed at me. We were already associating at arms length in those days. Yennie knew perfectly well that I was pursuing her, but she'd intentionally refuse to acknowledge me or accept me. I asked her if the dates were good, and she just laughed. She didn't say they were good, but she didn't say they were bad either. I could already sense that Yennie actually liked me pursuing her like that. She thought in a naive way that my pursuing her was just me trying to get on her good side, and it amused her. At the same time, it satisfied her vanity and gave her face in front of her female friends. For me, that was okay. As long as she didn't scowl at me or send me away, it was fine.

  Xie Jingwen sighed and said, "I really, honestly hope you won't win Yennie over. At least that way I'll get more good things to eat."

  Xie Jingwen added, "I really like boys like you, who act like a wolf when he's mean or a sheep when he's being nice. If only Wang Zhejun was half as good as you are! Boys…if only all of them could be as fanatical as you are."

  Wang Zhejun was exactly that kind of Shanghainese educated youth-handsome, fair-skinned, the type of guy who likes to wear a scarf around his neck on ordinary days, and whose every gesture and every step resembled those of the May Fourth new youth. Coincidentally, Xie Jingwen was also a callback to that period, and she especially resembled the leading actress of the movie "Song of Youth" by Lin Daojing-the only difference was that her dress size was one smaller. Over time, more and more educated youth started falling in love, but it really wasn't so publicized as it is today. Xie Jingwen and Wang Zhejun's affection for each other when they were together was enough to shock people into a stupor. No one would've ever dared to cuddle and embrace in public situations like that in those days. But Xie Jingwen was brave enough to let Wang Zhejun embrace her in the little streets of the village. It was outrageous for the times the way Xie Jingwen hung her arm around Wang Zhejun's neck, walking and tittering like that.

  Before New Year's eve, one educated youth after another returned to the city to visit their relatives, and I run to their village hoping to make the trip with them. Their collective household was composed of three people, and one of them, named Li Huijuan, had already left. Xie Jingwen originally intended to go to Shanghai with Wang Zhejun, but he suddenly changed his mind, saying that he had to go alone and try to convince his parents before going back to Nanjing to pick her up. Obviously Wang Zhejun's parents weren't too accepting of Xie Jingwen. Xie Jingwen was just getting angry about this right when I got there, though even if you'd asked her, she'd have said it didn't matter to her. Therefore, I turned back to Yennie to ask when they were leaving. She was still ignoring me, so she just looked askance at me. But when I saw she wasn't going to reply, I shamelessly asked her again. Yennie couldn't avoid answering the question, so she just asked me when I was leaving. When I replied that I was going to in a few days, she conveniently told me they were leaving on the next day. I quickly corrected myself and said that I was going to leave at the same time on the next day so I could help them with carrying their things.

  Yennie instantly took up an indifferent attitude. She said that there was no point of going together, they didn't have that many things, and they didn't need my help. I felt really disappointed.

  Xie Jingwen, who was nearby, poured more oil on the fire and snapped pedantically, "Didn't you hear? She doesn't want you to go with her!"

  I stood there dazed, feeling stupid and embarrassed.

  "Bud, you're really useless," Xie Jinwen said. Seeing how depressed I was, she glanced back at Yennie and blurted out angrily, "This is meaningless. How can you be so dense? Why don't you just give it up?"

  I didn't know what to say.

  Xie Jinwen added, "Bud, you're never going to amount to anything. Why do you bother being so thick-skinned and annoying?"

  Yennie thought that she must have quarreled with Wang Zhejun, and that it was unnecessary for her to bash me like that. So she sympathized with me and said, "Nobody offended you, Xie, so why are you insulting him?"

  "I'll insult him if I damn well please. What-you wouldn't happen to care about him, would you?"

  Yennie reacted and said, "Fine, let's go together, okay?"

  Xie Jingwen said, "I wasn't the one who said no. You're the one who didn't want to go together."

  Yennie said, "Alright, alright. Let's just go together."

  And so we went back to the city together. I think that Yennie's consent to go with me was already an extremely big favor. Throughout the journey, Xie Jingwen's mood vacillated from minute to minute. Yennie tried comforting her the whole time, but it was useless. The more Yennie comforted Xie, the more annoyed she got. Everything Yennie said was pedantic. Xie jeered at me at the slightest provocation, saying that I was following Yennie around like an old dog, and that the more I acted like that, the less girls would like me. Telling me this in front of Yennie destroyed the last shred of my most fundamental male dignity. She sometimes pushed me to the edge, but I managed to tolerate her antics to keep from hurting Yennie's feelings. I knew that Xie Jingwen didn't really mean it and that she was venting her anger against Wang Zhejun. I agreed that I really looked like a dog, often courteously carrying all of our things by myself to maintain good relations as we were getting on and off every bus and every boat. When we arrived in Nanjing, Yennie said that we should let Xie Jingwen go home first. Xie Jingwen was still upset, and when we got to the front of her apartment building, she didn't even thank us. She just turned around and left. Then I saw Yennie home, but before we reached the railway dormitory compound, I was already used to the three of us being together. When Xie Jingwen was tagging along, everything I said or did was natural, but once I was alone with Yennie, I didn't know what to do.

  When it came time to part ways, Yennie took her bag from my hand, and, blushing, she said, "Thank you."

  I stood there panic-stricken, with the impression that it was the first time she'd ever thanked me for anything. I didn't know what to say. Yennie thought that I was going to say something back, so she waited for a while, but nothing followed, so she added, "So now we say goodbye."

  I finally remembered I should say something, so I hastily said, "Uh, yeah. Goodbye."

  For a few days after that, I loitered around the entrance of Yennie's dorm building every day, hoping to run into her.

  Thinking about it now, that was really kind of stupid, because in the railway dormitory compound there were many buildings and I had no idea which one she lived in. So I was just walking back and forth in front of the compound gate like a Kuomintang spy from the movies. I did this for quite a few days until finally on the fifth day of New Year's, time didn't betray the heart of a determined man-Yennie, who was wearing a new quilted jacket, unexpectedly appeared in front of me. She blushed, and leisurely said, "Hey, what are you doing here?" Since I was a bit nervous, I reacted incoherently and stammered that I was just passing by. She said that it was quite a coincidence that I happened to be passing by right in that spot. I pretended to think it was weird too, but she'd already noticed and could tell that my being there was intentional. She couldn't stand it to see me struggle on blindly and in vain without any end in sight.


  Chapter Two


  Yennie was very soon transferred to the city in the first group of educated youths. She didn't have any particular strings to pull, so in her words, you could only say she had good luck. When she got the memorandum announcing her transfer, she suddenly ran looking for me to show it to me and, furthermore, propose that I see her off to Nanjing. I was really surprised, because in all our years in the countryside as educated youths, it was the first time she'd come looking for me on her own. Naturally it was even more surprising to see she was somehow going to leave the countryside and return to the city. I'd have never dreamed that she'd return to Nanjing, not to mention so suddenly and with the proposal that I see her off.

  I couldn't figure out her intentions at first. I reckoned she had a lot of things to carry and was only interested in my physique. But when the day had really come to set out, I discovered that she didn't have many bags at all. She left some of her things with Xie Jingwen and Li Huijuan, and upon setting out, the three of them bear hugged each other and had a good cry. Observing from the side, I wasn't too happy about that. For one, three girls hugging like that was a bit on the silly side, and on the other hand, as I was seeing Yennie off to some remote location many mountains and rivers away, I was going to be left without the slightest hope. Bud was never any match for Yennie, and then with her budding transformation into an urbanite, she was even further out of my reach.

  The whole way, I couldn't find the right words to say to her. In any case I felt I was losing her, I was unwilling, hesitant, and even had my hands tied. It was quite obvious that my mood was in the pits, occasionally seeing a clear, recurring vision like a rat popping up out of some hidden recess of my mind to run a couple laps from time to time. However she was talkative and humorous, treating me much more warmly than usual, even treating me to a meal at a restaurant with two different dishes. Educated youths were very poor in those days, and blowing all your money in a restaurant was quite the special occasion.

  She was of course aware of my mixed emotions, and when the meal was served she smiled and asked me, "Are you upset that I'm coming back to Nanjing?"

  "Why would I be? Of course I'm happy for you."

  "Are you sure you're happy?"

  "Of course I am."

  She abruptly stopped smiling and said, "You surely don't look happy."

  I started smiling. I struggled a bit at first, but soon I was able to relax and smile happily, smiling very happily. I was, after all, in love with Yennie and had no reason not to be happy. I said I was jealous of her-really jealous. I said it was natural that I should be happy for the change she was going through. I said how couldn't I be happy for her when she was happy. After arriving in Nanjing to the railway dormitory complex gate, I handed her her bags expecting to part ways, but unexpectedly, she invited me up to her apartment. I was completely unprepared mentally and somewhat hesitant, but she actually insisted and wouldn't permit me the slightest degree of refusal. I was never the shy type and had no problem with going on the drop of a hat. In any case it was just that one final time, and in spite of the risk, it was still fine to meet new people and remember an address.

  I'd have never dreamed that when she was introducing me to her parents that Yennie would actually say I was her boyfriend in such a frank manner. I was shocked, and not only that, her parents were staring, dumbfounded, looking at me as if they were made out of wood. Only after a long stare did they turn back to Yennie. I'd have never dreamed that Yennie would suddenly name our relationship in such a way in front of her parents. I'd have never dreamed that she'd utilize such an extreme method. In the process of our relationship, I was always the one who enthusiastically made proposals, and I was always the one playing the role of pursuant throughout those years. I'd have never dreamed that such a day would ever come.

  I was suddenly happy as if bowled over by the ocean. Previously I'd thought she'd just stopped ignoring me and wasn't avoiding me as before. What I didn't know was that she'd started to like me, and furthermore, her feelings were genuine. Happiness fell into my lap, rolling in like a storm, and when it rained, it poured. I was truly at a loss for words to describe my joy, and wished for instant release from the constraints of my throat. I wanted to run into open fields and yell at the top of my lungs that Yennie felt affection for me and was already my girl. I really wished I could yell out at the top of my lungs out into open space that Bud was the world's luckiest man. It was such an incredible change, that all the way until Yennie saw me off downstairs, I was seriously wondering if I was dreaming.

  Once we were downstairs at the main door to the stairwell, I looked at Yennie, beside myself, and I asked her with a trembling voice, "You wouldn't be joking, would you?"

  We started dating and Yennie was sending me a constant stream of letters, one after the other. In those love passionate letters of hers, she was encouraging me to put down my roots in the countryside, while at the same time repeatedly guaranteeing me that her love was faithful, and that her love for me would never change. From today's perspective, she was perfect university material, replete with gorgeous handwriting and strong cultural airs, so it was a pity that Yennie didn't go to college. When she was going to school, she was a good student, but when they reinstated the college entry exams, she was already thirty years old. And who knows? If I didn't stop her, maybe she really would have gotten into college.

  In the days that followed-although we were in the heat of dating, and although our relationship had already been formerly labeled, honestly, I still didn't feel assured about it. I started thinking of any and every way that I could go back to the city and all that about putting my roots down in the countryside and accepting reeducation for impoverished farmers-all of that was deception. Thinking of Yennie faraway in Nanjing, not a day went by that I thought of continuing my life in the countryside. To me, having a fellow Nanjinger, Yennie, was pure heaven, and the Yennie-less countryside was hell.

  I knew what Yennie's parents' attitude was: they wouldn't have accepted anyone from a substandard family, not to mention a son-in-law who was an educated youth in the countryside. When I went to Yennie's home, her mother was always intimating things by saying that Yennie was no longer so young, and that she was the third oldest sibling in the family, with two older sisters already married and two younger sisters and a younger brother. The younger brother was the prince of the family, and after having five daughters, having that one precious son made him become the center of the family's attention and all the family affairs revolved around him. He mother kept saying that if I couldn't get transferred back to Nanjing, wouldn't I be holding Yennie back? There were several young men with good credentials that were interested in Yennie. There were soldiers, military factory workers, sons of cadres…but I, on the other hand, was an educated youth who couldn't get back to the city. Furthermore, my father was a counter-revolutionary. Yennie's first younger sister got married abruptly, and her second younger sister, they say, was working on getting a boyfriend. Her mother disliked my seeing Yennie.

  Those were despondent days for me, as every time I went over Yennie's home, I always felt afraid. Every time I left, all of that fear had pretty much turned into depression and anger. My honor was subjected to unprecedented, repeated attacks in those days. Yennie treated the issue with her mother as unavoidable, and all she could do was try to assuage me in vain, repeating that she didn't feel we were separated with one of us in the city and the other in the countryside, or that we'd necessarily meet an insurmountable barrier. Yennie said that her parents would accept me sooner or later because it was, after all, the new society, and there was freedom in dating, marriage was decided on one's own, and the love lives of youth could not be impeded by their parents. My mood soured because of this, and though I was acting like an agreeable, young, sheep in front of Yennie, the minute I got into society, I had a constant itch in my fists, and was always looking for an opportunity to burn off some steam.

  My little sister's boyfriend dated her for a while, and he decided to break with her. They said you really couldn't put the blame on the young man, but I went and found the guy and called him a jerk and said he was bad to my sister. The young man did everything he could to explain away the situation. He said that actually it was my sister who was bad to him. I didn't let him go on talking, and I started beating him up instead. That young man just wouldn't defend himself, and no matter how I hit him, he wouldn't return any punches. I asked him if he were a man, why wouldn't he fight with me. He said he was no match for me, and he added that he didn't want to fight to me. It was me who was going to him to fight.

  Though I bloodied his face, he remained obstinate, and he continued saying what he was saying before.

  He said, "It was your sister who broke up with me. You know, she lost interest in me first."

  I said, "You're not making any damned sense. How could you say my sister didn't want you?"

  Asking him that hurt his feelings, and tears started rolling down his face.

  I said, "It's impossible that my sister doesn't want you."

  "It's impossible because you say so?"

  "Well then what's the deal?"

  "I don't know why, either. Clearly, I like her a lot, and I'm not playing around. But she somehow changed her mind, and now all the sudden she says she doesn't like me anymore and doesn't want to go out with me anymore."

  I was immediately convinced that what he was saying was the truth. I knew that my sister had that odd temper, and that it was exactly something she'd do. My little sister was forever changing direction, and that was absolutely what her temperament was like.

  The young man wiped his eyes a couple times, and angrily said to me, "Have you beat me enough? Are you finished with your good deed? Why don't you punch me in the face again?"

  I thought for a minute, and I punched him again. It was a direct punch which knocked him down.

  He quickly got back up saying, "Great punch! Punch me again!"

  I suddenly felt that it was boring, suddenly feeling it'd me more appropriate if I were the one getting beaten. I truly hoped that someone would come around and punch me in the face a few times. I told him that I was already finished beating him and that it seemed to me that it was his turn to beat me. I said that I was standing there in front of him, and no matter how he beat me, I wouldn't beat him back. I said that I started to regret what I did, and I said damn it, I really shouldn't have beaten him up. The corners of his eyes were already welled up to the brim, and it wasn't just with blood. He was looking at me with a very disdainful look, as if I weren't worth the trouble. In that look there was a cryptic arrogance.

  I said, "Hit me. What are you standing there for?"

  He was still looking at me with that disdainful look.

  I said, "Hit me."

  Finally I had no choice but to retreat from the battlefield. I went back home yell at my little sister, and the second she heard what I was saying, she immediately got anxious with me yelled a good pile of insults at me, even slinging insults at me. I said it was her who told me to go teach him a lesson, that I only went because she told me so. Yet then she was blaming me for it. My little sister came at me and slung a flurry of punches at my back. She asked me that if her telling me to go teach him a lesson means I should really do so, wouldn't I have to seriously go kill him if she told me to do so. My little sister was always irrational and unreasonable like that, and my mother then took her side and added more irresponsible and sarcastic remarks to the mix, asking me why couldn't I have reasoned with the young man, and go fight with him like a hooligan instead. Unconvinced, I leveled a few more arguments at my sister and even started arguing with my mother.

  My sister suddenly said brainlessly, "Bud, you have a bad temper. I don't think you should come blowing your steam off at your own family."

  "What do you mean 'blow steam at my own family'?"

  "In any case you have a bad temper."

  I viciously said to my little sister, "You can't figure out who made a big deal out of nothing?"

  "It's you. It's you. You're the one."

  In the end we started yelling at each other fiercely, and the more we argued the louder we yelled. My little sister's temper was never let down. She brandished her softness and weakness, crying and yelling intermittently. Just before it was over, I could only let her win, and I could only go outside to escape the situation. I had nothing I could use against an irrational servant girl like that. I couldn't beat her physically, and I couldn't overpower her insults. All I could do was go outside and stay away. However, my little sister said it right: at the time, I had a bad temper with her, and like a powder keg I could blow up any time. Even my mother was that way, and our whole family lived having their patience tried, living with nothing going their way. No matter which family member you looked at, it was as if flames were shooting three feet out of their heads, and it was always an awkward situation. Honestly, I was more than willing to stay in the countryside and willing to be a farmer my whole life. It would have been better than living in that home. The only feeling my family could ever give me was annoyance or anger, and they made me feel like I wasn't living my own life. The only reason I came back to Nanjing was so that I could see Yennie, and the only reason I was mooching at home was to try being around Yennie a little bit more. However, our opportunities were very limited.

  Yennie's mother always stood between us as if warding off thieves. She was afraid that if we were given the opportunity, we'd do something out of bounds, so whenever we were together alone the room's door was always superficially closed. Even though was closed, she often unexpectedly walked into the room. She was forever looking at us with caution, using every method possible to supervise us. Actually we were conservative in those days, and when we were around others, we always had a solemn look to us. We never even took the chance for a peck on the cheek. Yennie also understood her mother's serious attitude, as Yennie wasn't actually one of those liberated women. However the more that her mother prevented her, the more upset Yennie would get, and being upset triggered rebellious ideas. There was one time when the summer was just getting started, and everyone was wearing fewer clothes. She'd suddenly got excited and lost her good judgment out of her sense of being wronged, insolently wanting to commence relations with me.

  It was at Xuanwu Lake Park on a stone bench at the edge of the lake, and the night had fallen, and she said that we should just do it, just like cooking raw rice into cooked rice, and let the two of drop our persistence. What she meant by "the two of us" was her and her mother. Yennie's idea was simple. She'd figured out this issue. She could not only prove that she was mine, eliminating any of my doubts, she could also completely break off and dissipate her mother's train of thought. At the time, Xuanwu Lake was still fairly wild, and once the sky had darkened, you just couldn't see a trace of human activity. Naturally, I was excited, as men when they get to a certain age naturally start getting a very strong desire for the opposite sex, like a volcano waiting to explode. However, I was still keeping myself under good control, feeling that there was an absolute line of demarcation. Though Yennie could prove her love to me this way, I could prove my deeper love to her by not doing it. I wanted to express to Yennie that if I really loved her, this should be my stance on the matter, and I wanted to prove to her I had the willpower and patience. I wanted her to believe that because of our love, we had to hold off until our wedding night.

  My blood was roiling and my heat was beating out of my chest, but the most out-of-bounds thing I did was just groping her breasts over and over. Before this, I'd squeezed her bosom before from outside her clothes. But then my hands had already reached up her shirt, and with her help, she helped me unlatch her bra. My hands then circled from around the back and then very lightly and irresponsibly started squeezing those two perky, elastic tits. Yennie's tits were absolutely first-rate. In my lifetime I've experienced several women, and I'd never seen anyone who had tits that could compare to Yennie's. I'd never seen anyone's tits who were so full of love as Yennie's. It was a marvelous feeling. The night was as cool as water, the frogs were chirping loudly, and the drooping branches of willow trees could vaguely be seen at the edge of the lake. Those two tits of hers were densely-packed-especially the nipples which were like two, hard raisins.

  My love for Yennie had become my spiritual pillar. All I needed was the chance to be with Yennie, and no matter what injustice I'd suffer, it wouldn't matter. It didn't matter what disappointment I'd experience, I could sustain it all. In those days when I'd returned to the city to visit my family when I had nothing to do and not a mouse was stirring, the only thing that piqued my interest was taking Yennie to work everyday. The government had arranged for Yennie to work in a food market as a pork seller. The market she worked at was a state-owned, large-scale food market, and every day the doors opened bright and early. I mingled into the throng of grocery shoppers and watched on as her dancing knife chopped meat. I watched her putting the meat on the scales' hook, and I was watching her calculate the bills and taking the money. She was there concentrating on her work, but she knew that I was nearby watching as I could only watch from a distance. The line of buying meat was very long, and in those days the job of pork selling was a very sought-after job. The people buying it were always flashing smiles of gratitude. Yennie was forever ruddy-faced, wrapped up in a bib, wearing sleeve protectors, raising a butcher knife up high, and having taken aim, chopping off big slabs of pork and cutting it off in single hacks.

  Afterwards, educated youths flooded back into the cities in hordes to go to college, to get go to tech school, and to recruit workers. There were new names and faces every year-every month even. The people around me had all more or less gone. Yennie was gone, Li Huijuan was gone, and Feng Rui had already become a "worker-peasant-soldier" student. He thought it was strange himself, as his past grade card gave him no chance of testing into university. By that time Yennie had stopped singing the noble song that I should put my roots down in the countryside. By that time, getting transferred up was already an imminent reality, and the apparent situation was that if I couldn't get transferred back to Nanjing, we'd lose hopes for all of our happiness. The letters between letters between Yennie and I were pretty much all about how I could get transferred back to Nanjing, how we could do it, who we could talk to, and which back door we could take. Getting back to Nanjing was the foundation of our happiness. If I couldn't get back to Nanjing, everything was to lose its meaning. I thought up many plans to leave the countryside, but no matter what I tried, it wasn't successful.

  It was right around that time that I started hitting it off with Xie Jingwen. It's a story difficult to narrate with any kind of sense, because I didn't understand how things could have gone that way. In the world, there are some things that just don't need a reason. In those days, Xie Jingwen had broken up with the ping-pong team's Wang Zhejun long ago, and I was never able to figure out who dumped who. Later on, Xie Jingwen found an educated youth Luo Wen to her boyfriend. The guy was infatuated with her for a time, and it seemed like he even wrote her letters in his blood, but the second he was recommended into university, the guy completely forgot his duties and obligations at the drop of a hat, almost never writing her another letter again. Xie Jing was already transferred to an elementary school to teach, and just as I was missing Yennie like crazy, she was also thinking of that guy Luo Wen. Every day she had to go to the post office to see if there was a letter from him. Luo Wen's letters were few and far between, and whenever Xie Jingwen came back from the post office, she most often had in had were letters from Yennie to me. This made her extremely jealous, and extremely happy for my good fortune.

  "It's another letter for you, Bud. I had no idea that a young man like yourself would have such talent that you could somehow keep Yennie so tightly in your grips."

  I wasn't working in the production team then. I was transferred to a communal agricultural machinery plant as a worker. Obviously, being a worker was better than being a farmer. However, being a worker meant that you lost your freedom, and I couldn't go back to Nanjing for a few months at a time anymore. In those days, it was impossible that we'd want to settle down in the countryside. In any case, we wanted to leave it, but we couldn't. We didn't want to stay, but we had no choice but to keep on staying there.

  Xie Jingwen's goal in life in those days was identical to Luo Wen's. She wanted to get into college, and to attain this goal, she was willing to do anything. She was even willing to sleep with the commune's party secretary. Out of all the party secretaries, he was the only one who wasn't libidinous. Xie Jingwen dressed up all pretty, and if she went straight to his door, it would have been of no use. Our commune's party secretary didn't go for that kind of thing at all. Feminine charms had no effect on him, and what Xie Jingwen got for herself instead was a reputation as a loose woman. The gossip about her loose ways started flying around everywhere, and Luo Wen took the opportunity to break up with her. This break-up made Xie Jingwen feel unusually angry, and she came looking for me, wanting to learn wushu and taiji.

  When Xie Jingwen came to me asking for me to take her as my disciple, I thought it was really funny, and I said, "What's the matter? You want to learn how you can beat up Luo Wen?"

  Xie Jingwen gave a sardonic smile and responded, "If I didn't learn wushu, I'd still be able to beat him up."

  I smiled mischievously, asking her what she'd think if I went to teach Luo Wen a lesson. I guaranteed that I would beat him till he got on his knees and begged forgiveness, and until he changed his mind. After hearing what I said, she was immediately a bit displeased. She told me not to talk such nonsense to her and that I had to decide if I would take her as my disciple as not. I said it was no problem for me to take her as my disciple, but Bud had never taken in a female disciple. So I asked her if women could really fight, and Xie Jingwen responded, asking why anyone would ever think they couldn't. She quoted Chairman Mao's saying that women can hold up half the sky, and that I shouldn't look down on them. I laughed and said that I knew that Chairman Mao said women can do that. What he mean by it was they can only hold up half, i.e., they can only be employed for half of the available tasks.
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