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Introduction


Dunhuang Dream, Xu Xiaobin’s novel of romance, intrigue, and crime, is set in the exotic locale of the Mogao Caves in the far west of China. Buddhism, especially in its iconographic aspects and its esoteric Tantric form, pervade the novel and add to the mystery. Given the rich cultural dimensions of the novel, perhaps a very brief introduction is in order.


The main characters of the novel find themselves in the Mogao Caves, popularly known as the Dunhuang Caves, a UN World Heritage Site, which are located in the Hexi Corridor of Gansu Province, China, along what was once part of the fabled Silk Road. Zhang Shu is running away from a bad marriage and decides to travel to Dunhuang, a place he failed to reach as a student during the “Great Link-up,” when revolutionary students traveled around China linking up with their counterparts all over the country during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). Xiao Xingxing, a noted artist, is also fleeing from the boredom of a stifling marriage and seeking inspiration from the art treasures contained in the Dunhuang Caves. Xiang Wuye, a young student of traditional Chinese medicine, is there out of curiosity. A number of secondary characters who live at Dunhuang, such as a collector of folktales, a fortune-teller, a local Tantric master, and corrupt officials, among others, contribute to the depth and richness of the novel.


The Mogao Caves are located southeast of the city of Dunhuang. They were an important religious site for centuries. The first cave was dug out in 366; eventually more than one thousand were dug over the years. From the fourth to the fourteenth centuries, as the caves were excavated, they were also painted; it is estimated that the paintings cover miles of wall. The caves became an important religious site, containing not only the impressive frescoes for which the site is known today, but also a huge repository containing important religious and philosophical manuscripts dating from 406 to 1002 AD. It is estimated that there were approximately fifty thousand manuscripts stored there. The caves were eventually abandoned and only rediscovered in the early 1900s. Today they are an important tourist destination.


Not surprisingly given the backdrop of the story, Buddhism pervades the novel. In fact, the reader will notice that the five chapters are titled with Buddhist terms and concepts: Tathagata, or “thus come one,” a name for the Buddha; Lakshmi, the Hindu goddess of wealth who was absorbed into the Buddhist pantheon; Ganapati, another Hindu god that became a part of the Buddhist pantheon; Guanyin, the Buddhist goddess of mercy; the transformation of the Western Paradise, the Buddhist paradise; and “My mind is Buddha,” an expression stating a fundamental truth of Buddhism that we all possess the Buddha nature.


This structural device is an essential element of the novel. The reader should in no way be intimidated by the detailed descriptions of Buddhist iconography—in point of fact, few Chinese readers of the novel know much about these things. What is important to remember is that the author is juxtaposing an ideal world of religious and philosophical aspirations, which, through its iconic representation, seems to take on a sense of permanence, with the transient, ever-changing world of human affairs and emotions. The lengthy and detailed descriptions of Buddhist deities create verbal frescoes incorporating the historical evolution of the imagery and the symbolic qualities that have accrued over time, creating a sense of timelessness. Thus, against the pervasive, transcendent backdrop of Buddhism, the actions of the characters begin to appear as insignificant and transient as they really are.


Tantric Buddhism is another feature that comes into play in the novel for a number of characters. Tantric Buddhism is also known as Esoteric Buddhism, Vajra Buddhism, and the Secret Sect. While there is a textual tradition to the school, it also places great stress upon ritual, including different forms of yoga. In terms of the artistic representation of such practices, most Western readers will think of Tibetan statues or paintings depicting couples in sexual embrace, one form of yoga practice. The transmission of certain of these teachings is secret and only occurs directly from teacher to student. Supposedly, if the teachings are not practiced properly, they can be quite dangerous or harmful. As pointed out, Tantric Buddhism made its way to China along the Silk Road. In fact, Dunhuang was a repository of Tantric texts, 350 of which are catalogued in the British Library; and, of course, there are a great many tantric paintings to be seen at the Mogao Caves, dating from the Tang dynasty (618–907) to the Yuan dynasty (1279–1367).


By the end of the novel, it becomes evident that perhaps there is a Buddhist moral to the tale. As the Diamond Sutra says: “Everything is like a dream, an illusion, bubbles, shadows, like drops of dew, and a flash of lightning: contemplate them thus.”


J.B.
Monterey
June 2010







DUNHUANG DREAM








I.
The Tathagata
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Tathagata, it is said, refers to the absolute truth as spoken by the Buddha.


Candrakirti, a transmitter of Tibetan Tantric Buddhism, said, “The Tathagata is a five-colored light.”


Tson-kha-pa took it a step further and said, “The absolute truth is the mysterious appreciation of that light.”


For a long time, I mistakenly believed that Tathagata was another name for Shakyamuni.1 When I was young, I would point at an image of Shakyamuni and say, “That’s the Tathagata Buddha.”


It’s not altogether untrue. In Mahayana Buddhism, Shakyamuni is the transformation body of the absolute truth.


Only in Buddhism are two opposing truths enshrined: the basic tenets of Buddhism advocate the practice of discipline, meditation, and wisdom and the avoidance of the three poisons of desire, anger, and ignorance. But Tibetan Tantric Buddhism holds that only when man and woman cultivate the esoteric together—which is to say in a union of the Buddha and the two sexual forces—can a particular state be achieved.


The light of the Tathagata is divided into five colors, most likely in order to suit people’s differing conceptions.
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Zhang Shu’s wife died. She died in an auto accident.


I heard she was with her lover at the time.


Naturally this put Zhang Shu in an awkward position. But I must say that he didn’t look terribly heartbroken; rather, his expression was more one of resignation. He has aged a lot in the last two years and looks older than most men in their forties. Actually the onset of aging coincides with putting on weight, which is the result of the wasting power of an empty routine and the mediocre. This process is as implacable as the net of Heaven from which no one escapes; it tightens slowly and facilely around a fresh, vibrant life until it expires, ossified amid excessive warmth and comfort.


The ashen pallor preceding ossification had already appeared on Zhang Shu’s face.


“She’s dead and gone. You needn’t take it so hard. You still have the child.” I repeated this obligatory cliché.


He smiled coldly and with his coarse hand stroked his son’s faded hair. “It occurred to me over the last couple of days,” he said, unhappily, “that people don’t have enough ways to express their grief. What is there other than the usual sobbing or tears?”


His words gave one the chills.


“You might have been better off if it had ended three years ago,” I said.


“Who knows? I believe everything is predetermined, ‘Poverty and power have been fixed since the beginning of time; meeting and parting are fated.’” His eyes drifted. “I never left her and the child. On this point I have no regrets.”


Three years before, Zhang Shu had departed on a mysterious journey to the Hexi Corridor in Gansu Province. No one thought he would return, or at least not return to his wife.


But he did come back, as suddenly as he had left.


His wife, Wang Xiyi, was the daughter of the party secretary to one of the provincial committees. She was as lovely as her name and was known far and wide as a talented young woman. They had a cute and well-behaved son by the name of Zhang Gu. He’s twelve years old now.


No one really understood the reason for the loneliness in Zhang Shu’s eyes.


Not counting myself, of course. This is not to say that I have the ability to decipher the secret signs of the soul. It’s quite simple—Zhang Shu told me everything. To be more precise, he chose me. We’re not exactly close friends, and I’m usually too busy to sit down and have a chat, but that’s probably why he chose me.


“How is Xiao Xingxing? Are you in touch with her?” Seeing his hairline, which had receded even more, a small path flashed before my eyes.


He shook his head. The small path was suddenly blocked.


“Perhaps she was right when she said a good man and a good woman will never be together, never. So stop daydreaming,” he said.
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Zhang Shu met Xiao Xingxing at the guesthouse on Sanwei Mountain at Dunhuang in Gansu.


It was on the third day after he arrived at Dunhuang on a damp, fresh morning, something rare in the Northwest. And it was the first time he had heard a pure Beijing accent since his arrival. Years later, he would remember that pleasing voice, which had allowed him to relax, feeling as if he had returned to familiar territory.


That clear ringing voice was talking about national ration coupons with the old manager.


“Do you need some coupons? I have some.” He hastened over. He had never been so forward in his life, and those who knew him would have been surprised.


Standing, profile toward him, the young woman turned. The first thing he saw, of course, was her eyes, those eyes of hers—big, bright, and black as lacquer. Many years later he realized where he had gone wrong: he shouldn’t have looked at her eyes first! That’s because her other features were so ordinary. If at the time he had first looked at her nose or her forehead, he, in all likelihood, would not have been so absurdly infatuated.


The young woman seemed as fresh as the morning. She looked sharp and lively in her short, casually brushed hair. She fixed her large, bright eyes on him. The tip of her nose was slightly upturned (it was the sort of cute, small, upturned nose rarely seen among Chinese women!). Her full lips resembled a deep red rosebud. Her tanned face was lightly freckled, but from her neck down to her exposed collarbone, her skin was a brilliant white. She was dressed simply in a loose white cotton T-shirt and a pair of denim shorts. She was not tall, but full figured and light on her feet. As the morning breeze lifted her hair, she seemed bathed in the splendor of youth.


She was different and, from beginning to end, mysterious. She spoke to him in her gentle way, “Oh, you have ration coupons? That’s so good of you!” He felt her manner of speech did not fit her appearance; she should have been more lively, more straightforward, more blunt and to the point. But her tone of voice never varied. Yes, from beginning to end, she maintained a distance between them, never once affording him the opportunity to get close.


Perhaps it was this distance that made her mysterious and beautiful, and why he never felt disappointed in her. Maybe it was cunning on her part.


“When did you arrive?” He took the ration coupons from his stiff, worn wallet and handed them to her as if he were moving a chess piece.


“Last night.” She smiled as she accepted them. “I never expected to run into someone from home here. That’s wonderful”


“What do you need the ration coupons for? The dining hall in the guesthouse doesn’t require them.”


“I don’t feel like eating in the dining hall. I can get rice with the coupons and cook for myself.”


Zhang Shu smiled. “What do you do?”


“I paint. Did you see the Halfway Exhibition? Do you recall that half of a bull’s head? Xiao Xingxing.” As she smiled, her eyes narrowed to slits.


“Ah, the painter,” he said, hesitatingly. He had seen the Halfway Exhibition and remembered the name Xiao Xingxing. However, he seemed to recall that Xiao Xingxing the painter was about thirty years old and found it impossible to match her with the vibrant young woman before him.


“And what do you do?” Xiao Xingxing’s eyes twinkled.


Zhang Shu laughed. “Nothing. I don’t even have a job. I came here to see the Mogao Caves.”


“You quit your job?”


“Yeah.”


“That takes guts. I wish I could do the same; I’ve thought about it for years but could never bring myself to do it.” As she spoke, she fanned herself with her hat. At first he thought it was because of the heat, but later he realized it was just a habit of hers.


“You don’t strike me as someone lacking in nerve.”


“Really? That’s just the problem, I suppose. I look brave, but I’m not. Well, it’s been nice meeting you. I’ve got to go buy some rice now.”


“I have a couple of packages of instant noodles.”


“That’s okay. I really don’t care for them.” She had already moved away some distance. He found it strange that she could walk so fast. She was full figured, but stepped lightly as if her feet had wings. Her voice had a rhythm all its own; he was sure she could sing.
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At that time, Zhang Shu was close to forty. His background was typical of his generation. He lived seriously in his youth. In that fanatical time, he was present seven of the eight times Chairman Mao received the Red Guards, but he always regretted missing that one time. It was traveling around the country during the “Great Link-up,” as it was called in those days, that changed him. With thirty yuan in his book bag, he traveled to the far reaches of the country. Running wild and unrestrained, he learned the meaning of poverty and foolishness. He stood like a blockhead for long hours in foul-smelling, crowded trains. After returning to Beijing he would have nothing more to do with revolution. He just kept his mouth shut. In silence, calm and unhurried, he went to a police substation to cancel his Beijing residence registration and then left for a poverty-stricken village in the mountains of northern Shanxi province, where he would spend eight whole years. In order to make it back to Beijing in time to take advantage of the reforms in the high school exam system to compensate for their interrupted educations during the Cultural Revolution, many of the older intellectuals vied with one another to get on the last train, but not him. Watching the overloaded train depart before his very eyes, he handled it as he had handled so many things over the years—he took a long-term wait-and-see attitude.


He wasn’t without accomplishments, though. Many of his friends said that he was lucky in love and that his wife had willingly walked into his trap. She was not only pretty and competent, but more important, she was the daughter of a provincial party secretary. This in itself was sufficient to increase respect for him. No one could figure out or explain how a quiet guy like him had managed to snare a woman like her. He was, needless to say, quite handsome—tall, thick hair, swarthy, with eminently proper looks. His unshakably cool and stern temperament, that “strong, silent type” that has been preferred by women the last few years. But the daughter of the provincial party secretary soon learned that “reserved” didn’t necessarily translate into food on the table. She had married an incompetent husband, entirely out of step with the times. The worst was that they soon had a child and then it was too late for regrets. Wang Xiyi began to show her displeasure through her expressions, by breaking things, and by verbally abusing her husband. She went out to have fun and later to work, leaving the child at home with him. He silently assumed responsibility for raising the child. Days turned into years, and he fulfilled his duty as the “mother” of the house. Even in the days after he had an accident and scalded his feet, everyone saw him hobbling with the aid of two canes, struggling against a freezing wind, to pick up the child at the kindergarten. But gradually, the daughter of the provincial party secretary was moved, or perhaps, for some other reason, she suddenly decided to come home. The moment she decided he deserved better, she immediately decided to quit the job she had obtained through her father and join her husband in the northwest with which he was so familiar.


It was the second time he had traveled the Hexi Corridor2 in Gansu Province. Unlike his first visit during the Cultural Revolution, this time it was different in that he rode a creaking bicycle on the Silk Road. For some inexplicable reason he had a special feeling for the area. When the scorching wind of the Gobi desert lifted his hair and burned his skin, he would delight at the sight of the crystalline peaks of the Qilian Mountains and the usual mirages that appeared and disappeared. For him it was an extreme pleasure, an unworldly enjoyment. Often he would forget himself and shout several times to hear the distant echo. He even dreamed of encountering a sandstorm that would swallow him and then spit him out far away. He lost his way in the sea of sand and wandered aimlessly. Surviving, he would think of this and a smile would appear on his cracked lips. To him it all seemed an impossible, extravagant dream.


It was the first time he had been to Dunhuang, though. During the Cultural Revolution, he had stopped at Yanguan Pass in Gansu. Bending over, the Red Guards had all started rummaging through the antiques at a stand looking for valuables. Their military pants had been washed white till they looked like patches of white mushrooms. One girl found a nice piece of Han dynasty tile, and showed it all around as if it were a great treasure, and then had slipped it quietly to Zhang Shu. Maybe I really am lucky in love? He smiled bitterly thinking about the women he had met in his life. But like smoke or mist, they were all vague and unclear.
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Zhang Shu had not expected his soul to be so stirred by the bewitching experience of the Mogao Caves. He suddenly felt that what he had been dreaming about for years had arrived at that moment. He could not put his feelings into words at the time. It struck him that the only thing comparable was the first time he saw the ocean. He had been so excited that the first thing he felt like doing was to strip off his clothes and cast himself into the water and become a bubble on the vast and boundless sea.


Those beautifully molded lotus and canopy ceilings; those inverted wheel-shaped lotuses in the blue sky; those dancing clouds and spirals of scattered flowers; those floating scarves, gorgeous decorative designs like grapes, curling tendrils and patterns linked the walls; the beautiful heavenly musicians with their floating sleeves in rolling clouds formed interlocking patterns on the walls, that beautiful paradise of roiling cloud mist and dancing garments was filled with a foreignness, displaying a decorative taste both elegant and pure.


There were countless Jataka tales3 and stories from Buddhist legends and the sutras; there was a statue of the Maitreya Buddha4 thirty-three meters high; there was a huge fresco forty square meters in size depicting the magic competition of Raudraksha; there was a statue of a reclining Buddha entering nirvana measuring ten meters in length; and the countless flying apsaras5, yakshas, rain gods, heavenly musicians, plumed races, devas, Indra, Brahma, bodhisattvas, and others of the eight classes . . . like a waterfall in a deep and secluded valley surging with magnificent history, beautiful myths and wonderful legends, and majestic works of art.


Lashed by so much brilliant beauty, he felt dizzy.


Later, upon discovering that empty space in Cave 73, he was startled and found it unbearable, especially when he discovered from the necklace of jade and pearls that remained that it was once an exquisite fresco. When the old manager told him that it was a famous painting by the Tang dynasty monk, Yu-Chi Yiseng, titled Lakshmi Bathing, an unbearable curiosity, unlike anything he had experienced before, burgeoned in his heart. That night, he, who normally didn’t dream, had a dream. It was a misty mirage. The sea was in the foreground and out of the sea grew a lotus, rising from the heart of which was a crowned and naked auspicious goddess, reminiscent of The Birth of Venus. But the body of Venus was enveloped in a pure and holy light, and her beauty was of the sort that eliminated all feelings of lust; but Lakshmi, on the other hand, was like a living girl whose beauty inflamed the passions. What was even more startling to him was her big Flaubertian eyes, a frightened perplexity with a hint of malice. Who had endowed her with such eyes? That pair of eyes grew in size and finally swallowed him.


And the monk Yu-Chi Yiseng lived nine centuries before Botticelli!6


“Isn’t the Eastern Buddha greater than the Western God,” he muttered as he dreamed.
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It was out of loneliness that he approached the crude, old door in the dim light at dusk. He knocked on the door; she opened it and invited him in. Under the lamp, her just-washed face took on a transparent quality. She was happy as ever. When she spoke, she liked to grab her cap or some other object and fan herself, ever faster as she grew more excited.


“Some Jataka tales, those stories of the Buddha’s earlier incarnations, are just horrible!” She spoke excitedly about her first day at Dunhuang. “In order to save a mother tiger and her cubs, Prince Sattva had to hurl himself from a precipice so that the mother tiger could lap up his blood. Or there was King Shibi, who, in order to save a dove, stripped all the flesh from his body despite the tears and protests of his family. And then there was a Moonlight King who willingly did what that evil Brahmin wanted, whether being pierced with a thousand nails or cutting off his flesh to light a thousand lamps. Of course, all of this was later proven to be trials by Indra. But in the end all the wounds are healed, and they all revert to their initial happiness. Can this really be called a trial? Upon seeing their broken bones and torn flesh, would their families not wish to end their own grief and anger in death? Is the life of a family member less important than that of a tiger or a dove? In offering themselves to a tiger or stripping their flesh for a dove, wouldn’t they be afraid of harming their own family by sacrificing themselves? Of course these are extreme cases, but they are meant to promote the spirit of Buddhism. But I could never praise such sacrifices, because the recipient is not worth it . . .”


“So you wouldn’t become a Buddha.”


“But the worst is the story of how Shakyamuni got Ananda to become a monk. It was pure coercion. He would stoop to any underhanded means. It was a complete violation of his human rights. But the love Ananda felt for his wife was something really worth admiring!”


Zhang Shu couldn’t help but laugh.


On his first day there, he too had seen the story of how Ananda became a monk depicted in a painting on a cave wall. It was in Cave 254, a work from the Northern Wei dynasty. Ananda was Shakyamuni’s own brother. He had a beautiful wife and was unwilling to become monk. Shakyamuni took him on a tour of Heaven to look at the goddesses and then to Hell to witness the punishments such as boiling criminals alive. Only by doing this a number of times did Ananda concentrate on the Buddha Dharma7 and become an arhat, one who has attained enlightenment.


“You have to be careful and watch what you say here lest you suffer the Buddha’s retribution and find yourself in the part of Hell where they cut your tongue out!” Seeing her so serious, he couldn’t resist teasing her.


“It’s not that I have anything against Shakyamuni Buddha.” The tone of her voice seemed to indicate that she sided with Shakyamuni. “This story, like the Jataka tales about his earlier incarnations, is nothing more than legend. Prince Siddhartha, the historical Buddha, is still great; the key here is that those who followed and explained his ideas had problems. Of all the Jataka tales, I feel only the one about the nine-colored deer is beautiful, because not only does it trumpet good deeds, but it also promotes rules for being on guard against evil and for doing good deeds. Hypocrisy is the inevitable result of humanity’s stubborn pursuit of good and denial of evil. People would be better off just acknowledging the existence of evil. Good and evil are twins and develop together; killing one will only result in the twisting of the human character. Preserving the integrity of the human character is the greatest beauty, and also the most difficult thing to accomplish. Actually, didn’t Siddhartha himself fail to finish the torment of six years of self-denial and mortification? If that shepherd girl hadn’t saved him with deer milk, he too would have died and could not have attained enlightenment under the Bodhi tree. If eating and drinking are not forbidden, then love should not be forbidden. Shakyamuni didn’t love his wife and became a monk, but Ananda loved his wife and shouldn’t have been a monk. Not loving his wife, Shakyamuni didn’t really sacrifice anything by leaving her. Staying would have been a distortion of human nature. But Ananda loved his wife, and Shakyamuni forced him to leave her and become a monk. Don’t you think that’s a distortion of human nature?”


The more she spoke, the more her speech bordered on becoming like a tongue twister. He couldn’t help but laugh. Rarely did he laugh with such happiness. As he laughed he considered the girl’s rare intelligence.


“It would appear that you will never be able to enter the way of the Buddha.” Smiling, he said, “You are too deeply attached to this world; your six sense organs are impure.”


“You couldn’t be more wrong. Free from delusion, my mind is the Buddha mind, that’s the real truth. Burning incense and bowing are all useless. Look at all those monks and nuns. How many have become Buddhas?”


“You have a point.” He grew silent. Suddenly he thought of his wife, who would burn some incense, worship the Buddha, and select a fortune stick whenever she found herself at a temple. She wouldn’t leave until she got the best one. It had become a pattern with her. And the so-called best fortune stick was simply the one most vulgarly desired by ordinary folk. It made one think of the old woman in The Story of the Fisherman and the Goldfish, whose greed was never satisfied.


“Why did you come to Dunhuang?” she suddenly asked, their brilliant conversation of a moment ago, vast and sweeping, cooling off.


“Your question lacks Zen. There is no ‘why.’ I felt like coming, so I came,” he replied.


“There’s always a reason.” She cocked her head and thought. “But perhaps you’re not willing to tell me the reason. Chinese don’t do things for no reason.”


Her sensitivity surprised him, but he maintained his silence.


“What about you? Do you have a ‘why?’”


“Of course I do.” Her eyes, black as lacquer, flashed. He liked this hidden haughtiness of hers; it made her seem like an argumentative child, which he found amusing.


“I’ve dreamed of Dunhuang for twenty years.”


“Twenty years? How old are you?”


Paying him no notice, she continued, “I have always been mysteriously attracted to this place. It’s Buddhist territory. In addition to being a treasured place imbued with the glory of heroes, it is also China’s mysterious and enigmatic “Bermuda triangle.”


“You could write fiction.”


“You experienced no fear as you crossed the Hexi Corridor?”


“No.”


“You’re strange.”


“You’re the one who’s strange. This is the first time I ever heard that there was something frightening about the Hexi Corridor . . .”


“You mean you’ve never heard how accidents often occur there and people are swallowed up?”


“Sure, I’ve heard about accidents, but there are reasons such as the weather or the skill of the driver . . .”


“Enough!” she hastily cut him short. Normally he could not stand being interrupted, but this time he was not upset and actually hoped to spend some time arguing with her. In fact, he hoped to stay there with her.


“In all your life, you’ve never encountered anything mysterious?” She asked, her two large eyes, like black jewels, challenging him.
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Zhang Shu arrived at Dunhuang on a windy night. The first thing he did was find a place to stay. He didn’t have much money, so staying in a hotel was out of the question. With a tip from the locals, he ended up at the guesthouse with two rows of simple rooms at the foot of Sanwei Mountain. The manager was a wrinkle-faced old man who treated him somewhat coldly. He carried his bags into his room, which didn’t even have cold water. He asked the old man for half an ear of corn to gnaw on, but fell asleep before he finished eating.


He slept soundly the entire night. Only on the following day did he look at his face in the mirror from which the silver backing was peeling. He looked like a cornered beast that had escaped from the desert. He wondered why the old man hadn’t taken him for a ghost the previous night.


Later he went to look at some of the caves that were open to the public, and, like Xiao Xingxing, saw some of the Jataka tales but had not reacted to them as intensely as she had. Before coming, he had heard that a folktale expert by the name of Chen Qing lived there. He really wanted to meet him. Perhaps he would obtain something unexpected from him. Later, he noticed Cave 73, which was missing one of its frescoes.


While having supper, Zhang Shu had somewhat sullenly asked the old manager for a cheap glass of heated wine. Actually the old man liked to talk and told him that he had seen the bathing goddess painting in Cave 73. It was painted by a famous Tang dynasty painter, a monk by the name of Yu-Chi Yiseng. It had been stolen a short time ago. The cave had been closed until just recently, but he had no idea why it was suddenly open again.


It was unusually quiet that night. The silence swallowed everything, including the darkness.


As Zhang Shu lay a bit tipsy on his simple plank bed, he heard someone knocking.


Someone was knocking. Coming out of his alcohol-induced euphoria, he suddenly thought of Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio and the fox fairies—spirits that take on the form of a young woman and who come in the middle of the night—or the budding beauties who were in fact ghosts. No place could have been better than this remote place for the appearance of ghosts and fox fairies.


He opened the door. A strange-looking monk was standing before him. He was wearing a red cloth robe and was rather shapeless—the places that should have protruded were woefully sunken and vice versa. His shape seemed to change, like a bag of flour when kicked.


“Are you . . . Zhang Shu? His voice was rather direct, as if he were about to belt out a couple of opera notes.


“And who might you be, venerable sir?”


“I am Dayejisi, the abbot of Sanwei Temple.”


“You are not Han Chinese,8 then?”


“I am of the Yugur nationality.9 He joined his palms, bowed, and smiled. “No one has stayed in this place in ages. Why did you decide to stay here?”


Zhang Shu was upset by such prying. “I don’t have any money, so I didn’t have any choice. Does that bother you, venerable sir?”


The monk shook his head repeatedly and continued to smile. “Your disciple finds that Mr. Zhang has a good face. I came especially to give you a physiognomy reading.”


“A reading? I don’t need one,” said Zhang Shu indifferently. He didn’t offer the monk a seat, as if the monk were nothing.


“The way I see it, you have a good face.” Dayejisi was unconcerned and kept speaking with assurance. “The Mayi Physiognomy says, ‘Man is a combination of Yin and Yang, shaped by Heaven and Earth, and endowed by the five elemental phases. He is the soul of the ten thousand things. Thus, his head resembles Heaven and his feet the Earth; his eyes resemble the sun and moon, his voice thunder; his blood vessels resemble rivers and his bones metal and stone; his nose and forehead resemble lofty mountains, his hair, the grass and vegetation. The sky must be high and the earth thick; the sun and moon must be bright, and thunder must be resonant; the rivers must flow and the metal and stone must be solid; lofty mountains must be precipitous and grass and vegetation must be fine.’ Therefore, the best physiognomy tends toward completeness. The top of Mr. Zhang’s head is round and thick. Your front and back are fully grown, your forehead is fresh and square, your ears are round like wheels, your nose straight like a gallbladder, there is clear distinction between the whites of your eyes and your pupils, your eyebrows are fine and long, your nose vigorously prominent, the ‘three portions’ of your face are harmonious, your looks are imposing and you will certainly have a long life, rarely be ill, and you will be happy and prosperous. In addition, your eyes are clear and your gaze unwavering, your countenance limpid, your bearing broad. Seen from afar, you are grand like the autumn sun shining in a frosty sky; seen up close, you are imposing like a gentle breeze moving spring flowers. When confronting something, you are firm and resolute like a wild beast pacing in the mountains; you are outstanding and unfettered, like a red phoenix soaring on its path of clouds; seated you are as immovable as a boundary stone; reclining you are as still as a perching crow; walking you are like a smooth flowing river; speaking you are as majestic as a towering peak. You are circumspect in speech, deliberate in action, unmoved by joy or anger, and undisturbed by honor or insult. You are unperturbed in the face of anything. Therefore, you have an abundance of spirit, as in the saying, ‘He who has an abundance of spirit is a man of distinction; he will never be caught in a calamity and forever enjoy the happiness to the end.’”


“Am I that good? I think you exaggerate, venerable sir.” Although Zhang Shu’s voice was still a bit cold, he was beginning to find the monk absorbing. There was something special about him, thought Zhang Shu.


“It’s just that you have a small mole at the corner of your eye. The Palace of Wives and Concubines, the twelfth palace in the Mayi Physiognomy, is located at this point. Coincidentally, your mole is located above the ‘door of betrayal,’ which means that relations between husband and wife will not be harmonious. This indicates there will be bickering, especially with regard to outside relationships. In addition your Hall of Wealth and Golden Horse display a ‘floating red,’ which indicates unexpected calamity. It is not advisable to reside away from home for very long.”


Zhang Shu looked up suddenly. The monk was still smiling. His face seemed familiar to him at once.


“Didn’t you just say that calamity will never fall upon me? And now you say that I will suffer from unexpected calamity. Aren’t you contradicting yourself?”


“You are wrong, Mr. Zhang. What I just spoke of is innate physiognomy. But ‘where there is mind and no marks, the marks follow as the mind grows; where there are marks but no mind, the marks follow as the mind perishes.’ The marks—in other words, the looks, clothed by good or bad luck are not predetermined by Heaven. If one loses the spirit Heaven has endowed one with, one’s phoenix eyes will gradually become dim and confused and one will accomplish nothing in one’s life. What’s more, one’s spirit is concealed in the five elements, visible in his outward form but without leaving trace. It’s hard to stop any unforeseen misfortune!”


Zhang Shu’s heart gave a thump.


“So, venerable sir, you came here just to tell me this? Okay. Now I know. You can go now, please.” He managed to maintain a cold and proper restraint.


The monk waddled away, looking like a bag of flour. Still he was all smiles, and his smile seemed strangely carved on his face, frighteningly mysterious. It made one think of a mask on which a smile was stamped.


“We are neighbors. If Mr. Zhang cares to favor me with his advice, your humble servant awaits.” The monk looked around in the dark. Zhang Shu shut the door.


At once he realized why the monk’s face seemed so familiar. He was the spitting image of the polychrome statue of Ananda, the emissary, standing before the stolen Lakshmi Bathing painting which had been located in Cave 73. Had Ananda just manifested his own soul?!
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