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for Christina and for Susanna






Secrets on earth

thunder in heaven

A CHINESE FIGURE








YI 一 MEANS ONE

The brush must turn inward once it touches rice paper. Hide its tip to temper the opening. To amend the fall. To move the ink across a page with an untamed brush. Trust water enough not to dilute the ink. So the word appears steady and more or less alive, like a x-rayed femur, before the stroke waxes outward and into a bridge, closer to a mist, the negative of a river, down a canyon across the wild temple, from smoke to white ashes, the spine of a folded moon, its ladder, and our spare table, a horizontal scroll that can never come to light, carried from one house to another village, a grave and torch missing, each open field ready for its name, a generation to outshine the previous and the next.

No pressure—point at a center.

The center stops. Its line does not break.

Let the character grow old in one breath.






I


Summer is here—

so says a spacious

newspaper ad

AFTER OZAKI HŌSAI
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DEATH AT THE WUKANG MANSION 1966


Ling arrived at the Wukang Mansion a little past midnight. The stairways were bleak. Lights flickered. In spite of the silence, the subdued colors, every household seemed awake. The place felt restless. Barely a month had passed since the launch of the Cultural Revolution, and electricity was palpable in the air. Ling was assigned to unit 6, studio 42, on the third story of the northern wing. She’d come to Shanghai with a bag of clothes and few personal items. Despite what she’d heard about the building, she had not expected its imposing architecture. Sometimes it was a glowering king; other times it looked like a shabby tyrant who had lost track of his followers. From a distance she gasped at it, even before turning onto the main boulevard.

When Ling arrived at her unit, she noticed a spacious room next to her studio. It was unoccupied. She entered her studio gingerly and was taken aback by the spartan neatness: the bedroom had been carved from a once-larger apartment. A bed, a side table, a desk, a chair, made of wood and without character. Even so, in those days, it could have housed a working-class family of five or six. No one told her anything beforehand—not even Deputy Director Shao, who assigned her the unit and hired her for a local drama troupe before it was shut down. But Ling knew from the stillness and the musty smell. There was a coffin inside.



The corridors were cramped with pots and pans, piles of newspapers, and chaotic columns of cardboard boxes. Singlets, blouses, and pants were drying on racks and wires that zigzagged haphazardly across one another in midair. The place smelled of charcoal, leek, and damp bricks. The odor of ruins jolted Ling out of her imagination, the fabulous Wukang Mansion from the roaring twenties. Once in a while, a shuffle of footsteps, followed by hushed tones, came from above or below. A basin dropped and a child bawled; kitchen utensils clinked and clanged against one another.

The coffin arrived early each morning, before Ling stepped out at eight to buy breakfast—a cheap fried dough stick or tea egg—from a stall vendor across the street. For the rest of the day, the coffin stayed where it was. Shortly after the evening radio news broadcast at six, a group of young Red Guards would come to claim their prize.



By the end of her first week, Ling had learned the routine by heart: how the coffin left the building after being shouldered down the stairs by three stone-faced teenagers who struggled with each step. Through the servants’ quarters south of her block, it entered a backyard crowded with potted plants. Hoarse yells of political slogans resonated through the corridors amidst boisterous gesticulations from residents observing from higher floors. The coffin came without a lid.

No one wept. No one bothered with gossip. It was as practical as that: a rectangular box made of four light wooden planks and a base. Come morning, the same coffin was returned to the same room, either empty or carrying a new body, again dragged up each flight of stairs and without affect, though ironically, with more swiftness, more wariness, and this time, by the concierge Old Dan and his wife.



Day in, day out, the coffin came and went, efficiently and without fail, like the glorious sun that rose in the east but never set in the west in every revolutionary song or ode, which all patriots of a New China must memorize and praise. Everyone in the Wukang Mansion seemed determined to keep out of one another’s way and avoid one another’s gaze, especially Old Dan, who was hard of hearing and never greeted a new tenant. His wife couldn’t stop complaining in her peculiar accent that added an er sound to almost every word, “Tenants these days never last through the winter.” She did not sound like a native of Shanghai.

But the retired couple were now concierges in name only. Other than carrying the coffin, they no longer bore any responsibility or collective duties, let alone cared for the maintenance of this eight-story building, nearly a hundred cramped units, littered with stains, cracks, and messy dazibao, big-character posters in black and red ink that were torn off or pasted over their notoriously long and damp corridor walls. On a peeling wall outside Ling’s studio, excerpts from the great Chinese classic novel The Water Margin were inscribed like graffiti, in clusters of tiny, squeezed characters in cursive. From afar they looked like rectangular hills of ants. The novel narrated the historical fiction of one hundred and eight outlaws during the Northern Song era. These legendary outlaws fought and defended their Chinese lands against the nomadic Khitan invaders, but they died on the battlefield or were summoned to court, betrayed by their own emperor.

Now and then Ling kept her door ajar, not to engage in small talk with passersby, but hoping to steal a peek at the face inside the coffin. On some days, the body was shrouded in a dirty white blanket. On other days, a few spread-out sheets of used newspapers covered the face. In the end, it was the faces of the tall, waiflike Red Guards she couldn’t erase from her mind before she slept. In their shrill voices, they sang in off-pitch prophetic refrains from the theme song of the model ballet opera The Red Detachment of Women. They sang with gusto, without regard for tenants in the building or for the early morning hour:


Forward! Forward!

How heavy the soldiers’ responsibility,

How deep the hatred of women runs!



When they marched, they looked straight ahead, heads slightly tilted up to the left, without even a blink. Once the coffin dropped from their hands and to the floor. It slid down a flight with a thud when one of the Red Guards missed a step. Ling rushed out her door. Stunned by such a dramatic descent of the coffin and their apparent helplessness, the Red Guards scrambled down the stairs, put their hands to their faces, and shrieked, as if screaming for their own lives, and it was only then that Ling realized, curbing her thrill, that they were not young men at all—they were girls who hadn’t yet reached puberty.



Originally the Normandie Apartments, the Wukang Mansion was designed and built in 1924 by the Hungarian Slovak architect László Hudec, who as a prisoner of war landed in Shanghai in 1918 after fleeing from a camp in Siberia. Myth has it that he jumped off a train and made his way by foot to the Paris of the East. Located at the juncture of two major streets lined with plane trees, Wukang Road and Huaihai Middle Road, joined by four other roads in the former French Concession, the Wukang Mansion was a lofty eight-story building. It featured the architectural style of the French Renaissance. In the shape of a battleship of the Normandie class during the first World War—this was probably how its actual name came about—the Wukang Mansion could be seen right down the ends of the pair of intersecting streets, towering at a height of thirty meters over an area of more than nine thousand square meters, with balconies on both sides of its wedge and an open-air compound at the top.

Ling had read about the building’s illustrious history. During her conservatory years, she had fantasized about living there. Home to affluent foreigners during the twenties and later, during the last Republican years, some of the most celebrated film and entertainment luminaries, patrons, and literati of Big Shanghai, the Wukang Mansion boasted arcades, spiral stairways, intricately tiled walls, vaults, elevators, modern facilities, Art Deco features, and needless to say, its international cultural setting and sophisticated social ambience. It wasn’t just classy, it was operatic. The lesbian daughter of the wealthiest banker of China, Dr. H. H. Kung, purchased the building after the Sino-Japanese War and built for herself an opulent garden and swimming pool on the second floor before fleeing to Taiwan. Ling could understand why the place was now considered “anti-revisionist,” a target for the nascent Cultural Revolution. Soon after the movement’s first wave of purges, the raging red summer, the Flatiron Building of Shanghai was nicknamed the “diving pool of Shanghai,” where intellectuals and celebrities accused of being counterrevolutionaries plunged to their death from the roof.



One Sunday afternoon, Ling was doing her laundry in the communal kitchen basin, down the westerly corridor on the second story. The old cast-iron sink stank of sewage and pipes. Ling tried not to lean against the rusty basin, where dirt, hair, and food waste collected. The stopper was moldy. It attracted moth flies. She was hand-washing her undergarments under a running tap when Old Dan’s wife ran up from the backyard.

“Comrade, you have a visitor.” Old Dan’s wife was panting. “She is there now… waiting in your apartment.”

Old Dan’s wife was expecting Ling to ask who, but the question never came. She stood at the entrance, mouth agape.

Ling dropped her cake of soap, startled. She dried her hands in her pockets and on the back of her pants. Looking up into the extended horizontal mirror that hung angled against the ceiling, she unrolled the ends of her sleeves. As she adjusted her blue Mao suit, she saw in the mirror, from the corner of her eye, how Old Dan’s wife looked back twice furtively behind her, like a thief, before disappearing down the aisle. What was wrong with this old woman? Why did she spy, and why was she so lousy at hiding it? Still, none of the old woman’s comic awkwardness distracted Ling as much as offended or worried her, as her heart skipped a beat and she speculated about Comrade Shao’s motives for showing up without notice.

But when Ling pulled back the curtain door and stepped into the studio, she was cheerful. She put on a set smile. “Welcome, Comrade Shao! I didn’t know you planned to drop by today.” She tried to sound normal and optimistic. “I would have prepared some noodles and fruit. Would you like something?”

Deputy Director Shao stood at the window, looking out on Huaihai Road, her hands behind her back. From there, she could see the private residence and garden of the esteemed political figure Soong Ching-ling—the wife of Sun Yat-sen, the “Father of Republican China,” and the elder sister of Madame Chiang Kai-shek. Soong Ching-ling was the last of the distinguished Soong family to remain in Communist China. Could it have been any more coincidental that the lesbian daughter of Kung the banker who was once a celebrity tenant of the Wukang Mansion was also a niece of Soong Ching-ling through Soong’s and Madame Chiang’s eldest sister, Kung’s wife? In a corner right outside Soong’s compound was the stall vendor who sold Ling tea eggs and fried dough sticks, squatting in the heat under a floppy straw hat.

Deputy Director Shao turned around and smiled at Ling. Her glasses perched low on her nose; she pushed them up and looked meaningfully at Ling. Poised, like a teacher staring down at a student who has lost her tongue, she appeared taller and much more muscular than Ling had expected. Her skin was tanned and she sported a short “liberation” bob. She was clad in the typical green Mao soldier shirt and wrinkled pants, all of which contributed to her stern, masculine demeanor. Even a cadre or a peasant must appear reformed.

“Please, Comrade Shao, have a seat and make yourself at home.”

Ling moved a chair to the table next to the wall. She poured tea from a peony-covered thermos on the table and served Shao a cup. The tea was lukewarm. Ling stood like a sentry. She smiled to hide her anxiety.

“How are things coming along here?” Shao asked as she scanned the apartment without concealing her intent. “I hope the Wukang Mansion suits you. Everyone has a story to tell about this place. You must be settled down by now, I’m assuming.”

“Yes, of course,” Ling mumbled.

Nothing had happened so far anyway, she almost uttered out loud instead of under her breath. Apart from buying herself breakfast and getting groceries, Ling had indeed done nothing but stay put in her room. In the mornings, when the stall vendor asked how she was, she responded that the day had not yet begun. After breakfast, she tuned in to the radio for whatever news she could get. By then, loudspeakers atop the building were broadcasting Mao’s writings and the proceedings of struggle sessions against class enemies from other cities.

The broadcast voices drummed into Ling’s head. Often she tried to read a few pamphlets and a dusty copy of Lu Xun’s Diary of a Madman that she stumbled upon while rummaging a low cupboard near the door. But several pages were torn off those scant publications, and Ling found it hard to concentrate after a while. When she shut her eyes, she visualized each character being burned into her skin by a searing branding iron, one followed by another. In cold sweat, she squealed and woke up, only to realize that it was a nightmare, even though she had only been half-asleep in her chair, next to feverish voices from the portable radio.

In the afternoons, Ling stretched her body in her room, doing some basic dance steps such as pliés, standing en pointe, and working on splits. Just to maintain grace, as her teacher used to advise her. She practiced turning around without the faintest sound or quiver in the air, and when she leapt, she hummed the beginning of Swan Lake’s overture and scissored her steps rhythmically, before trying on sequences of sautés, then some small jetés. By now she had to have been one of the few of her generation who knew the music in and out from Swan Lake. Ling’s teacher used to praise her for her discipline and elegance, and she remembered all too well how her lithe figure appeared in the mirror of the dance classroom, a space converted from a Ping-Pong room with a roof that leaked in a village school… But Ling must now execute these moves discreetly, for fear of being denounced for her capitalist dance exercises. Move as naturally as possible, she murmured, and set the bar higher for herself: be lighter than air. When all else failed, she tried to write her confession—she did not forget about it, of course—but could never get past half a sheet of those red square manuscript papers that would forever follow her in a file somewhere and determine the rest of her life and sufferings.



Day in, day out, Ling had waited for someone to contact her. The streets outside the Wukang Mansion buzzed with commotion on top of its daily bustle. Hordes of Red Guards and angry workers paraded “radical elements,” denouncing them late into the night. Shanghai was awash with the revolution. Yet Ling had not expected her own deputy director to show up in person.

“I’m ready for work.” Ling cleared her throat. “I know my limits and I confess my errors. Is there anything I can do to serve the people?”

“What would you like to do?” Shao asked, raising her voice.

Ling detected a shade of mockery. The deputy director took out a Zhongnanhai cigarette from her pocket—one of the most exclusive cigarettes specially manufactured to honor Chairman Mao—and put it on the table. “Still dreaming of becoming a Hollywood star? Or hoping to outshine Madame Mao one day?”

“Er… I could teach an evening class or… I could lead a Chairman Mao Thought reading group for our factory workers… in the neighborhood, the Xuhui District. Long live… long live the Revolution,” Ling stammered, her head bowed. It was clear that she was a lamb before slaughter, scared out of her wits. What else could the poor girl say to plead her case? Standing all the while against the cupboard, Ling wrapped her arms around herself, as if on the verge of being stripped naked.

“I guess, I guess… I can’t act or perform in public anymore, can I?” Her voice trembled.

“Well… that depends,” responded Shao deliberately, as she began to play with the cigarette with her left thumb and index finger. Sitting with legs crossed, the deputy director swung her right leg brazenly and asked, “So, have you been going out into the city of late?”

Ling shook her head. She had been dreading this question since she first arrived. Shao must be here to grill her until she sprouted nonsense, denounced someone, or confessed whatever Shao wanted. Somehow she knew these interrogations would occur over and over again, not just in a cell, but anywhere now. She would be stopped by anyone, anytime, even where she was living. Yes, right here, in the Wukang Mansion. Hadn’t she proven her guilt during those purge sessions before coming to Shanghai? Hadn’t she been humiliated enough?

Shao leaned forward and probed again, raising her voice slightly. As if to prepare Ling for the worst, she squinted and hardened her gaze. “Any contact with your family or former friends of late?”

Again Ling shook her head, still bowed. She shuddered without restraint but controlled the tears at the back of her eyes. She thought of her husband—now ex-husband—Little Bao, an electrician back home in Hangzhou. Oh, how he’d doted on Ling before her deceitful behavior came out. He must have been a broken man now, or who knows, have taken a new wife, younger and prettier. Little Bao was an honest lad, yes, illiterate, but he had treated her like a jewel until…

“There is a price to pay for being different and desired,” Shao touted with confidence. “Luckily for you, someone high up was kind enough to protect you, and you were transferred to Shanghai. So here you are, safe and sound!

“Your looks and body, your talents on the silver screen have protected you so far, but adultery is one of the worst crimes in our socialist world. Imagine if someone reported you to a friend of Madame Mao, goodness knows where you would be locked up. You know what the guards will do to you in those places. Worse, you aren’t just a bitch who made your husband a cuckold, you have even seduced young women and sucked their nipples and toes!”

Ling burst into tears. How hopeless and indecent she felt in this filthy body that had once brought applause and gawking from admirers nationwide. She dug her fingernails into her own arms. As she cried, spasms of pain nabbed her abdomen. Why couldn’t she vanish into thin air? What must she do to get out of this wretched body and place? Thoughts raced in her head as she grew more distressed in Shao’s presence. Ling buried her face in her hands in shame. At that point, she realized that she had forgotten her undergarments in a soup bowl in the communal kitchen sink. In no time, she imagined, even residents in the Wukang Mansion would know all about her previous life. She would be paraded with her hair shaved and stoned in public. She imagined mothers, wives, and daughters scorning her, eager to skin her alive, while fathers, husbands, and sons gave her kicks in succession, calling her the worst names, as she staggered past their beastly gazes. The scenes replayed themselves in slow motion, and anguish seized Ling’s throat until she nearly couldn’t breathe.

Ling’s heart was beating faster. She thought of those Red Guard girls, this time pointing their fingers in her face and accusing her before the crowd in front of the Wukang Mansion, of how she had been watching them and lusting after their bodies every morning when they came for the coffin next door…

“Oh, my sweet pea, don’t cry your heart out.” Shao’s voice softened, but her gaze continued to pierce through Ling. She got up and approached Ling, who was shaking. “So you like women, huh?” The deputy director grinned and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Well, we need to think of a good way to fix that problem here in Shanghai… What do you think?”

Steadily, as if to console the shaky Ling, Shao removed Ling’s hands over her face. She put a finger beneath Ling’s chin and stroked it. She blew mildly at her finger and Ling’s chin. While she tried to get Ling to look up into her eyes, she placed her other hand over one of Ling’s breasts and shook it. She wasn’t gentle, but not violent enough for Ling to make a scene. Her hands firm on Ling’s breast, Shao closed her eyes, adjusted her feet clumsily with knees bent, and started to make herself come.

Ling moaned. She felt wet too—she was aroused. Her chest burned and tightened, its heart draining off under the weight of fresh bricks from a furnace in each lung, one stacked atop another, on and on. It was pumping too hard. The world picked up speed. Ling’s eyes blurred. She began to gasp for air.



“We should have brought her some pancakes or soup. You could have asked her round for tea,” muttered Old Dan as he closed Ling’s eyelids. “What has she been doing all this while, locked up on her own in this apartment?”

“Don’t be dumb. It wasn’t possible… You know that better than anyone else here. They’ve been watching her closely even from afar,” scolded his wife. “Sometimes I wonder if she was a spy. Holed up in her room, she must have been up to something nasty. The way she looked at me askew was so creepy. Her bourgeois habits and lifestyle… Look at this studio, sparse and luminous, and how she’s decorated it.” The place looked banal, but its minimalism spoke of a presence. Old Dan’s wife pointed to a ripped landscape painting scroll, taped back into a piece on the wall next to Ling’s bed. Most people would have hung a colored copy of Chairman Mao’s portrait or some propaganda poster in its place. A jade-green vase without a design motif was placed on a nightstand, next to Ling’s embroidered floral handkerchief. A Mao alarm clock ticked away. These were some of Ling’s few personal belongings that had counted down her final days.

“I wish we’d done something.” Old Dan shook his head. “After all, she didn’t give us trouble like the other girls. At least we could have talked to her and made her feel at ease. Shouldn’t we find someone to contact her family before reporting to her deputy director? Where does she come from? And where exactly is her family? I overheard Suzhou or Nanjing…”

“No point in having regrets, old man,” said his wife. “What can ordinary people like us do? Better to play safe than to pay the price—”

“I know… Who can tell what will become of our great proletariat revolution. What may tomorrow bring us?”

“Poor thing. I wonder what she knew before moving in. This apartment is jinxed, I know it! Surely she must have discovered in the weeks after her move, every other actress who stayed here ended up taking her life.”

“But not the way she did… Fortunately for us, and for herself, there was no mess, no blood lying around. She died a natural death, all right, but we the living must continue to survive with this never-ending curse here at our good old Wukang Mansion. We might as well work at a morgue for the rest of our lives. At least we’ve found her on the floor in her room, but when could that have happened?” Perplexed and defeated, Old Dan took a deep breath. Just as he was about to heave a sigh, his wife raised her eyebrows, put a finger to her lips, then pointed it to the ceiling, as if someone had been eavesdropping on them all along.

Old Dan paused and stared at his wife. He nodded. Quickly, he motioned her to carry Ling’s body by her feet while grabbing her upper body by its shoulders. He touched Ling’s bony frame and felt it right away. It surprised him that despite its slender build, the young woman’s body, once limber, sank with a mass and weight as onerous as the anonymous others he lifted and carried down the stairs every day. Moving the dead is less a burden than inciting the living to action, as long as death doesn’t drag its feet, he reminded himself, quoting a timeworn adage from his hometown village on the outskirts of Shanghai, and looked up to check if his wife was coping fine with Ling’s legs.

Foam oozed from both corners of Ling’s lips. Like a faithful servant, Old Dan wiped it off with the back of his calloused right hand. He almost wanted to ask her for forgiveness. But as his wife had bluntly put it, it was too late for regrets: When and who should he start with, anyway, if he searched for redemption? How many bodies had he shoved away without caring who the dead were or what they’d done? The proverb Do not judge a life until the man’s coffin is closed came to Old Dan. What bullshit, how contradictory the Chinese language. We use a coffin with no lid and it cannot be closed. Old Dan caressed Ling’s cheeks. She was an orphan who did not belong to this place. Youth was dark, its promises brutal. Passion turned out to be more political than calamitous, less tempestuous than deviant, for better or for worse, without exception.

By that point Ling’s face had stiffened and turned cold and ashen gray, but Old Dan could touch the silkiness of its almost perfect skin. She must have been a classical dancer before becoming an actress, he muttered to himself. She was probably one of the best in the province. No matter what, he reckoned, they must move her to the coffin in the next room before he phoned her deputy director. Tomorrow, Old Dan thought again and without a doubt, an ordinary summer day in 1966, the Year of the Fire Horse, an all-girl company of Red Guards would come for Ling. Their fists clenched and heads tilted to the left, they would carry the coffin out of the mansion, led by Deputy Director Shao, who would inspect the studio before sending over someone new.
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