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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE



Lee Wei-Jing emailed me in late 2016 to ask if I had time to translate two chapters from her novel La Dolce Vita. I made the time, and delivered the translations to her in early 2017. The next news I had of her was her tragic death from cancer in November 2018. She’d just finished a novel entitled The Mermaid’s Tale, which would be published in 2019 and honoured with a national literary award in December of the same year. At the invitation of Gray Tan, who has been handling the foreign rights of Lee’s fiction, I prepared a draft translation in January 2020. I’d like to thank Gray and all the others who have helped me during the revision process.


A number of fellow translators and editors helped me put the right words in the right order. Translator Scott Faul came up with ‘cotton candy clouds’, which copy editor Charlotte Chapman changed to ‘candyfloss clouds’ to match British usage. Copy editor Tamsin Shelton suggested ‘you can’t judge a dancer by the dress’. Translator Canaan Morse, who edited an earlier version of the first three chapters of the translation for Books From Taiwan, recommended ‘the tumbling procession of the everyday’. Translator Anna Holmwood inspired Summer’s ‘virtual fist pump’. Editor Jeff Lindstrom proposed that I call Summer ‘a contender’. Thanks to my wife, Joey Su, Summer has a ‘pancake butt’. Finally, Erin Bomboy, the author of The Winner, is the source of ‘drilling the syllabus’ and ‘fulfilling the promise of the knee’, both in her splendidly written ballroom dance novel and in her helpful reply to my email about The Mermaid’s Tale.


Unlike me, Erin Bomboy has been a professional dancer and dance critic, someone who knows what she’s talking about when it comes to ballroom dance. If I have managed to make the dance descriptions in The Mermaid’s Tale plausible, it’s partly thanks to her. I’m also grateful to Claire Yen, Anna Lee and Shih-Ting Liang, who replied to my public request for assistance with Chinese dance terminology, and for their technical explanations and demonstrations I’d like to thank my brother Lindsay Sterk and my friend Terrence Russell. Terry gave me a lot of guidance just by sending me the photo of Iveta Lukosiute and Gherman Mustuc featured below, which I spent a lot of time poring over when I was translating chapter 7.


    

        [image: Image]

        Gherman Mustuc and Iveta Lukosiute dancing a Classical Showdance number called ‘La Jazz Hot’.


    


I’m also thankful to Jessie Hsieh and to Professor Diana Yun-Hsien Lin, Lee Wei-Jing’s sister-in-law, for checking the translation for accuracy.


Diana helped me get to know the late author in ways that greatly enriched my understanding of the novel. For instance, Summer’s best friend, whom I had been calling Sunny, was probably named after Kimura Mitsuki, the daughter of one of Lee Wei-Jing’s favourite singers. Another favourite singer of hers was Cher, whose flamboyant style Mitsuki channels in the dance competition at the end of chapter 5. Margaret Atwood was one of Lee Wei-Jing’s favourite writers, The Handmaid’s Tale one of her favourite novels, which she may have revisited by watching the Hulu adaptation. With a suggestive pun on tail, The Mermaid’s Tale can be read as a literary homage. Diana also informed me that Lee Wei-Jing’s academic background was in agronomy, not in English literature, as I had assumed. An agronomist could understand the metaphor of the mermaid in the light of evolution. Summer is a mermaid who left the ocean to evolve into a human in an urban habitat, while the grass she cultivated in her underwater garden is an angiosperm, a flowering plant whose ancestors left the land to recolonize the ocean. As Paul Simon puts it, ‘We are born and born again, like the waves of the sea.’


Lee Wei-Jing’s mermaid is at home in the sea, a metaphor for the realm of freedom one enters when one steps on the dance floor. The association of water and dancing is more than implicit in the Chinese vocabulary of dance, for instance the fact that a dance floor is literally a ‘dance pool’ (wuchi 舞池). What does water have to do with freedom? It’s the closest most of us get to weightlessness; in water, buoyancy frees us from the pull of gravity, which brings us all crashing down sooner or later on land. It is in this context that we can understand Lee Wei-Jing’s repeated references to jianghu (江湖, literally ‘rivers’ and ‘lakes’).I Jianghu is a literary genre and imaginary realm populated by mostly righteous outlaws, drifters who are free to break imperial law, if not the law of jianghu. Like Summer as a would-be ballroom dancer, they, too, have to follow the rules.


As Summer explains in chapter 2, ballroom dancers have to follow the rule of men lead, women follow, but in Latin dances like the rumba, the leader can let the follower go. As a result, ‘[f]or at least part of every dance, the girl can dance her own steps, choose her own line – she’s free.’ I took this sentiment to heart in my approach to the translation. I added chapter headings and assigned mythopoeic material to a prelude and an interlude. Usually, I would consult with the author about such modifications, but in this case that wasn’t possible. I’m grateful to Lee Wei-Jing’s family for approving the way I have swum through the sea of her words.




	
I. Notice that chí 池, jiāng 江 and hú 湖 share the water radical (氵).













Prelude STRANDED



Every morning, right before sunrise, I feel like stepping into the blue and swimming off until I vanish at the margin of sea and sky.


But I just keep standing here, every time. I never go in. Sometimes it feels like I’ve been standing here for ever.


Look, my heels have sunk deep into the fine white sand, as if I am rooted in the beach, as if I’ve transplanted myself to the shore.


Look, I’ve turned bright red, as if badly burned from so much sun. But actually it’s a rash, not a burn. My sun allergy has been acting up again, causing me to break out in hives, from head to toe. I have them on my scalp, my forehead, my cheeks, my neck, my armpits, my private parts, my bum crack, the insides of my thighs, and even the soles of my feet. My skin looks like candyfloss clouds at dawn, though it won’t look like that for much longer if I keep scratching these hives until they bleed.


I’ve had this allergy before, but never this badly. I’ve had hives before, but never this itchy. I feel a bit feverish.










1 NASTY CREATURES



One day about a decade ago, when I was already well on the wrong side of thirty but still in the habit of calling myself ‘young’, my landlord arrived unannounced to collect the rent, first thing in the morning. I was still lying in bed. I was awake, but I really didn’t want to get up. The sound of the buzzer was so harsh, and he was jabbing at it with such urgency, that it was like a howling ghost had come to haunt me. For what? I’d never done anything in my entire rotten life to anyone, let alone him, to deserve this. But he kept buzzing that buzzer, over and over, like a prosecutor pounding the table.


I could sense his obstinacy, his righteous indignation, his rising rage.


He wasn’t going to let up, so I gave in. I dragged myself out of bed, found one slipper and tried in vain to find its mate. I had to hop out across the balcony.


My landlord started yelling as soon as I opened the door. ‘What the hell were you doing in there, you nasty creature? Do you know how long I’ve been standing here? Didn’t want to see me, eh? It’s that time of the month again, and you know what I mean. If you can’t pay the rent, you should tell me before I come to collect. I can give you a few days’ grace period, no problem. It’s fine. Justdon’tkeepmewaitinglikethat!’


All my irritation, which had been swelling ever since I was woken in the middle of the night, subsided in an instant at the sight of him. I started to tremble. My mouth went dry.


Somehow, he’d managed to stick half a dozen hair clips into his sparse, closely cropped white hair. He was wearing clip-on earrings with purple pearl pendants, three necklaces of pastel shells – purple, silver and gold – and as many rings as he could fit on his fingers. He’d forced mauve-tinted lenses into his fuddy-duddy frames. Otherwise he was your typical Taiwanese retiree, an old fart in a grubby singlet, which he’d matched with shapeless shorts and cracked flip-flops.


I tried not to let my surprise show. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.


I wanted to tell him I had the money, I just didn’t want to have to get up so early.


‘Please don’t come first thing in the morning without letting me know in advance!’ I wanted to say. ‘I go to bed late. If you really have to come without telling me beforehand, please wait until the afternoon.’


But I didn’t say anything. I guessed it would have been no use. The old fellow was so obviously deranged that I doubted anything I could have said would have got through to him.


It would be better to just let him vent.


‘I’ve got the money in my account,’ I whispered, finally. ‘I just have to withdraw it. Would you mind if I dropped it off downstairs this afternoon?’


‘Well, you could have told me yesterday!’ The purple pendants were swaying slightly. The veins at his temples were pulsating. ‘Didn’t I say I’d give you a few days’ grace if you’d just let me know?’


Without waiting for my reply, he turned and teetered slowly down the stairs. He stopped at the turn and pressed his palms to his cheeks, like he was shocked, or like he had an itch to scratch. Could he be having a heart attack? Or did he think he was Beyoncé? Apparently, he did. He tossed his head, spilling thick tresses he didn’t have over his shoulder, and ran his palms down his sides to his waist. Elbows out, he smiled a shy, yet somehow coy, even sassy, smile. He flirted with some invisible presence that was hanging in mid-air, then took that smile with him down the remaining stairs.


I closed the door, hopped back across the balcony and flopped on to the sofa I’d put right outside the sliding door. I chuckled, but then I started shuddering, and I couldn’t stop.


An old man on my doorstep wearing cheap jewellery had freaked me out. I don’t know why I got so upset, but I did. I felt as if I’d been in the presence of a psychopath, or a malevolent supernatural power.


Whatever he was acting out must have been building in him for quite some time, because, now I thought about it, there had already been a sign.


The previous month he’d come to collect the rent wearing another necklace, of purple puka shells. Assuming a grandchild had gone on a Polynesian cruise and bought it for Grandpa at the souvenir shop, I didn’t think much of it at the time, but now that he’d shown up in all those other accessories, flicking non-existent hair like he was trying to make himself look fetching, it took on a new significance.


Something had come undone in him, like a split end or a loose thread. Perhaps it was just a thread that had come loose in life, a thread that the trundling Wheel of Time would roll into the tumbling procession of the everyday. It was deviant, but deviations are temporary. It couldn’t be considered a part of the regular rhythm of life, and wasn’t so destructive it could blow up the logic of everyday normality. So what if it was deviant?


It was abnormal, no question about it; but anything abnormal is temporary by definition. It wouldn’t alter the regular rhythm of life. It wouldn’t explode the logic of my mundane existence. So what if it was abnormal? It didn’t matter.


I lay there trying to reassure myself until I shuddered again, with cold this time. It can get quite chilly in the morning in the middle of a Taipei winter. Too lethargic to go in and get a quilt, I curled up on the sofa like a shrimp.


I wasn’t tired, just sluggish, and I couldn’t shake the feeling off.





I’d been woken up at about four in the morning when a woman somewhere nearby cried out, as if in pain. Her cries got louder and louder, clearer and clearer, so loud and clear that at times it sounded as if she were crying right outside my flat.


I got up, slid the door open and looked out into the night, to see if I could follow the sound to its source, out of curiosity and in case I needed to call the police. I thought I’d better keep the light off. But by this point the lights had started to come on in other people’s flats. Soon there were bare-chested men in boxer shorts standing on balconies trying, like me, to figure out where the woman was. It sounded like she was up on the seventh or eighth floor of one of the nearby mid-rises.


She would scream from time to time, as though being hit. The rest of the time she tried to stifle her sobs, like she was cowering in the corner, trying not to provoke her abuser. The men on balconies had been joined by anxious wives at windows. ‘Is she in the west block?’ one man asked his neighbour. ‘Should we call 119?’


But then the woman’s cry changed into a breathy, flirtatious sigh, almost like a moan of pleasure. The men and women standing vigilant on balconies or by windows were gobsmacked. Was that what I think it was?


There it was again, and this time anyone with ears could tell she was moaning.


Lights that had been flipped on were flipped off again, as what had seemed to be a suspense thriller had turned into an absurd farce. ‘All right, you two, give it a rest!’ one man hollered sternly into the darkness. ‘You’ve woken up enough people for one night.’


I thought it was hilarious. I had to keep myself from laughing out loud. It was the most dramatic night I’d had in a long time.


I went back to bed but I just couldn’t get over it, so I felt my way back to the door.


By then everyone had turned off the lights and gone to sleep. I felt a bit lonely.


I should try to get back to sleep, I thought. Sleep would give me energy to dance. I had a lesson tomorrow. Today, actually.


For the longest time, the only thing that had injected any drama into my humdrum days was ballroom dancing.










2 THE TWO BIGGEST FEARS OF ANY BEGINNING BALLROOM DANCER



The biggest fear for people who take up ballroom dancing is not finding a partner. A lot of beginners dance for quite a while without finding Mr or Ms Right. The only chance they get to pair up with someone is when they dance with their teacher in a one-on-one lesson, or with a random stranger in a group class, perhaps someone whose partner is absent that day. But that’s a poor substitute for a partner, someone who belongs to you and you alone.


I hadn’t met Mr Right, but with a bit of luck, I thought, I’d find him. I was spending quite a bit of time, energy and money learning how to dance. It was my only significant expense. I was taking an individual lesson and a group class, both with the same teacher. With Donny’s help, I hoped to get really good – at least good enough that someone decent would want to dance with me.


I took my individual lesson at the Fortress, the biggest dance studio in Taiwan. While the advanced students and competitors marked their routines, I practised the basics under Donny’s exacting eye. Just getting the basic steps right took a great deal of time. Actually, according to Donny, you practised these steps for life.


The group class was held at an activity centre. The students were mostly older, actually quite a bit older, than me. It was known as the ‘aunties and uncles’ class. Those aunties and uncles were really good. Donny taught them the flowery moves debuted by the top pros in international competition. Learning moves like that made the aunties feel they were getting their money’s worth.


The two classes were complementary. I could pick up new moves in group class and hone my technique in the individual lessons. Then it was up to me to practise at home.


Donny said he’d keep an eye out at the Fortress in case anyone needed a partner. He didn’t need to tell me that the chances were slim. Those studio dancers all had their hearts set on competition, and I had taken ballroom up too late to be competitive. I was more likely to find a partner in the aunties and uncles class, particularly because it wasn’t just an aunties and uncles class any more. On the strength of Donny’s reputation, younger dancers had started coming, too. Maybe someone unattached would show up.


‘Don’t worry,’ Donny would say. ‘You just keep practising, see where you get.’ I was always reminded of what he’d left unsaid.


I’d seen enough cases where single dancers never found a partner. In every case, they quit sooner or later. If you can’t find a partner, it’s hard to practise. It isn’t just that it’s difficult to learn the movements without a partner. Imagine yourself dancing alone while pairs of dancers swirl around you. They’re all too busy getting the steps right and maintaining a connection to notice anyone who’s left out. To anyone who has ended up alone, it doesn’t seem that way. You’d feel excluded, right? Anyone would. No matter how determined they are, new dancers who can’t find partners tend to get discouraged after a week or two. After a month or two they can’t take it any more. Then they just stop coming.


I once watched an interview with a celebrity dance teacher who claimed that finding a dance partner is the same as finding a life partner. Things will just click if the right person appears. The thing is to make sure you’re ready when the time comes.


To a lot of my classmates, it was the gospel truth. To them, finding a dance partner really was like love at first sight, the logic of romance – to the extent that romance has any logic. As long as you’re ready, they said, as long as you wait long enough, you’ll find him, or he’ll find you.


Yes and no. I’m sure there is some truth to the comparison between finding your dance partner and meeting your soulmate. But in the real world, the right person doesn’t have to appear, because you can choose to stay single, you can decide not to get hitched, especially these days. In the world of ballroom dancing, by contrast, you need a partner. If you haven’t paired up with someone, you can’t get in the front door, let alone on to the dance floor. You’ll never get admitted into that world, no matter who initiates you, no matter who your teacher is.


But at that time I wanted to believe that as long as I trained hard enough, I would meet my match sooner or later, and we would get better together, like competitors. We couldn’t go pro but we could at least compete as amateurs. Donny would be happy for me, for sure.


I had to be realistic, no matter what, I told myself. At the time, being realistic meant that I had to keep training on my own. I couldn’t just wait for Mr Right to waltz into my life before I made the first move.





At the height of my training, I was taking eight hours of dance classes over four days a week. The two most intense hours of my week were on the two days I went to the Fortress, for an hour each time. The studio classroom was full of young competitors, their high spirits and their pheromones. They always seemed poised and ready, and bursting with energy. When I walked in they might be stretching at the barres or practising specific steps. Regardless, every one of them was focused on his or her body – on the body that was reflected in the full-length wraparound mirrors.


‘The mirror is a dancer’s best friend,’ Donny said. ‘The mirror will tell you where your problems are, if you have eyes to see. Most people don’t. Mostly people can’t see where they’ve gone wrong even when it’s right there in front of them. If they can’t see, there’s no hope for them. If they can, then they’ve got the chance to get really good. Or they go nuts.’


On the other two days, I had the aunties and uncles class at the activity centre, for three hours each time. In a typical group class, most people, no matter how much they enjoy it, are only doing it for fun. For students like that, a lot depends on how good the teacher is. Donny was good, both as a dancer and a teacher. His sincere dedication warmed the hearts of those older students, no matter how long they’d been dancing, and some of them had been at it for a long, long time. Some of them were teachers in their own right, but obviously they felt they had room for improvement, and something to learn from Donny. Indeed, Donny wasn’t just dedicated, he was demanding. Nobody dared to cut corners in his class. Everyone’s will to better him- or herself had been summoned up by this bright young man. Now the aunties and uncles were just as devoted to the art of dance as their juniors at the studio. But the smell – well, it was a different story.


Four days each week, I’d get home having sweated so much that my underwear would still be damp.


On the other three days, I’d train at home, practising the basic steps, drilling the syllabus or miming along to videos on YouTube. I also had to work my core, to give myself the kind of body I needed for dancing. ‘Because,’ Donny said, ‘a body without a core is like a tree without a trunk.’


I’d started too late to have any hope of being an advanced competitor, but I still wanted to get a bit closer to perfect dancing form. I thought I had it in me to be a true dancer, at least. I would have been embarrassed to tell anyone, but I wanted to dance with a formal perfection that the cognoscenti could not help but admire, and not like someone who’d taken up social dance as a pastime. If I just wanted a way to pass the time, I could square dance with the seniors at the local park on a Sunday morning.


I’d work on whatever Donny taught, wherever he thought I fell short. He was my favourite person in the world. I looked up to him and counted on him. I was lost at sea in the world of partner dance, and Donny was a piece of driftwood I was clinging to, the only thing that was keeping me afloat.





Whatever folks say about love, I hadn’t chosen Donny blindly. I knew what I was looking for in a teacher, or at least the kind of teacher I wanted to avoid, by the time he floated by. I had taken some classes and lessons with a few other teachers, but like a lot of people who give dance a try, I always ended up feeling disappointed, even cheated.


I’d studied with a few professionals who were still competing, and with a few former competitors who were teaching to pay the bills. None of them took teaching seriously, at least not when they were teaching me. They never got me to practise the basics. They would demonstrate a few steps, put the music on and dance me in circles until the time was up.


That’s what partner dancing is like if it’s just a social activity. All the woman has to do is relax and let the man lead, and she can while the evening away, happy as a princess. That’s all those teachers do – turn you in circles, sending the hem of your dress flying. They make you feel like you can actually dance, but then time’s up, class dismissed. You’ve danced for an hour and ended up with nothing but well-stroked vanity. For some ladies, dance lessons are a substitute for romance. Some of them end a lesson all hot and bothered, flushed with fantasy. As with all such arrangements, the teacher only plays along for the time the student has paid for. If the student sticks around afterwards, the teacher will ignore her and chat with his fellow competitors.


If the teacher comes from a competitive background, he’ll care more about dance than making money, believe it or not. He’ll care about dancers as long as they are his fellow competitors – his brothers or sisters in arms. When a teacher like that takes students, he’ll ask: did you take dance in school, do you have a degree in physical education, have you studied at all? If your answer is yes to any of these questions, and you appear to have ambition and talent, and might even have what it takes to compete, then he’ll address you as a fellow artist and hold you to the highest standard. If, on the other hand, your answers are all no, and you’re already on the wrong side of twenty, he’ll conclude that no amount of training is going to turn you into a competitor; you’re never going to make it. Then he’ll start wondering: can you help support me financially? Do you, in other words, have what it takes to be a cash machine? And if you are a rich older lady, you might be in want of one of those slick-haired, sweet-mouthed mercenaries who half-arses his way across the dance floor, a bandit in the world of ballroom dance. He’ll ask himself if you have what it takes to be a bank vault. He’ll sweet-talk you out of everything, if you’re not careful.


I was lucky enough to avoid getting stuck with this kind of teacher, because I was never going to go pro and obviously I wasn’t rich, or a cougar. Whether competitor or crook, the teacher soon realised I didn’t have what it took to be whatever he wanted me to be. In his eyes, I was never going to amount to anything. I’d soon realise I’d been made a fool of. Teachers like that were contemptuous of or simply indifferent to earnest outsiders looking longingly in, which is to say students like me. They made me feel disrespected, like a second-class citizen in the country of dance.





So I was getting discouraged by the time I first heard about Donny from a girlfriend who was nicknamed after the heroine of Princess Mononoke and who claimed to be just as interested in learning how to dance as I was. Princess had already been to observe the aunties and uncles class, and asked me to come and check it out. An aunties and uncles class? That was the first I’d heard of such a thing. I pictured a couple of dozen old ladies and gentlemen doing social dance, or worse. There was no way the teacher could be any good. I was sure the teacher of a class like that must be pretending to be something he wasn’t. I said I wasn’t interested in taking a class with another poser.


‘Come on, give him a chance,’ she told me. ‘At least come and have a look.’ If I did, she said, I’d understand why she’d recommended him.


A couple of months passed and I still hadn’t found a teacher. So I finally went to that group class.


I was blown away the moment I walked in and saw several dozen pairs of stylish, self-confident dancers strutting their stuff around the room. I didn’t initially notice the dancers were old enough to be my aunties and uncles. I just felt a kind of intense dedication. It was a physical confidence, an energy that raced through the room, like a wildfire. Then I saw the teacher. Just standing there clapping, marking time, Donny was the real deal: he had a powerful presence, a kind of earnest intensity that you noticed as soon as you entered the room. With the force and warmth of the morning sun, he barked at the aunties and uncles like they were contenders. ‘Dance the details!’ he said, as if at that moment there wasn’t anything more important than getting the finer points of some transition right. Donny’s passion for the art of dance was infectious; it fairly gushed out of him, flooding the room with charged particles. The place was humming.


Then he demonstrated a sequence. With all the rapid flexions and extensions of his muscles, he translated the music, bar by bar, into movement, with a smile playing at the edge of his lips. Throughout, he kept his axis straight and his centre of gravity low. The foundation of his often extravagant flourishes was stability.


At the end of the demonstration, he spun around and stopped. I finally saw him from the front. Small eyes, pale skin, square jaw, a body toned by training, with prominent bones. He wasn’t exactly good-looking, but when he started dancing he was a superstar.


This is a dancer! I thought, amazed at how he moved his body. I was also impressed by the way he treated his students. He was unfailingly polite, and he took every question seriously. He obviously wanted to share his art with anyone who wanted to understand, to the extent they could understand. He was, I thought, a living Confucius of the cha-cha, a pedagogue who must aspire to the ideal of ‘education without discrimination’. He must be an Apostle Thomas of the jive. Yes, I was convinced he had a calling – to spread the gospel of Latin dance.


Watching Donny demonstrate, I heard a wordless call. And what did I call out in reply? This is my teacher!


‘Let’s start next week,’ I said to Princess, during the break. She was delighted.





Before that day I’d had no respect for older amateur dancers like the aunties and uncles, but now I knew there were crouching tigers and hidden dragons in the world of ballroom dance – like the master martial artists who prefer seclusion to society, privacy to fame, in those old Chinese novels about jianghu, a realm of mostly righteous outlaws.


So what was the difference between aunties and uncles on the one hand and the studio competitors on the other, besides the smell? It was in the fundamentals. The aunties and uncles had not spent enough time on the basics, repeating the simplest steps ad infinitum until they were second nature. They hadn’t run enough rounds around the room or drilled the syllabus enough. That kind of training is tedious, unrewarding. It doesn’t give you any immediate sense of achievement. And, they thought, they already knew the basic footwork, so why practise it over and over, every day? They wanted Donny to teach them the latest, the most difficult and intricate steps, the ones the world champions were dancing. But unlike the world champions, the aunties and uncles hadn’t spent anywhere near enough time laying the foundation. It’s like playing the piano. Scales are the most monotonous, and the most unglamorous, part of practice, but the most virtuosic concert pianist still does them religiously. Everyone wants to learn new pieces, but if you don’t keep doing your scales it’s no use. You can learn all the pieces you want, but you’ll never get anywhere; nobody will ever pay to hear you play.
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