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			Two Lives

			1

			The low point in Zhou Lingtong’s life occurred in his 26th year. At 26 some of his classmates had children, and some had graduated college a few years ago and were teaching high school, while Zhou Lingtong was still studying for the college entrance exam. Then after taking it again, Zhou Lingtong disappeared. He waited a long time for the results then secretly trudged back to campus. There wild grass grew long in cracks in the cement, terribly long, and a corner of the white paper on the wall hung down as if dozing. Zhou Lingtong smoothed the paper out and read the names one by one. When he came to his own name he couldn’t help but cry out loud. When he was done crying he did not know how to go on. He wandered around – east, west – with no destination as the night grew dark like mud cruelly pouring, layer on layer, until he arrived at the river.

			Its surface was full of light. From the fields he could hear all kinds of bugs having meetings. Zhou Lingtong walked straight into the cold. When he was nearly up to his neck the sound of a girl’s voice came from the grass: Lingtong, what are you doing?

			Bathing, Zhou Lingtong said. Then he hunched over and swam away. When he emerged from the water he saw only a figure carrying a laundry pail, dwindling into the distance. Then a flash of lightning streaked through the sky, lighting up the mountain summit. Zhou Lingtong took a breath and went ashore. Dripping with water, he headed for the summit alone.

			At the summit, there was a temple called Longquan, which was built in the late Qing dynasty. When Zhou Lingtong arrived, the paint-chipped door was shut. He didn’t knock but dropped straight to his knees. After a while, his kneecaps, numb and hurting, could no longer bear the weight of his useless body, so he lay prostrate on the ground. He stayed like that for a while. Many ghosts came behind him, many beds came before him. He lay down, lay down like a dog and fell dead asleep. Early the next morning, a rain shower swept over, waking Zhou Lingtong up. He straightened up and went back to his knees. When it got brighter the temple door squeaked open. The vitiligo-riddled monk, Deyong, walked out, head to the sky. When he saw a lump of breathing flesh kneeling in the doorway he jumped back into the door.

			Zhou Lingtong slapped his head on the muddy water. What are you doing? Deyong said, pointing at him.

			I want to become a monk, Zhou Lingtong said.

			Deyong shouted, astonished, and shook his head violently. Zhou Lingtong went on: Master, I can’t go on living. Please take me in.

			Careful not to get his cloth shoes stained, Deyong made his way across the muddy ground to inspect Zhou Lingtong. He said: You’re in the prime of life. Why do you want to become a monk?

			Zhou Lingtong said: I’ve failed the college entrance exam eight years straight. I have nowhere else to go.

			Hands behind his back, Deyong straightened up and said: In my opinion, you are still clouded by your senses and entangled in your obsessions. You won’t make a Buddhist.

			Zhou Lingtong suddenly clung to one of Deyong’s legs, and said: Master, I’m dying. Dying.

			Disgusting, Deyong said and pulled his leg free. Then he walked straight into the temple. Fuck your mother, Zhou Lingtong wanted to shout, but was completely drained. As the door squeaked shut he passed out. When he came to, bleary-eyed, it took him a long while before he managed to see the shriveled apple in front of him, which he then wolfed down. Then he caught sight of Deyong brandishing a huge door bolt at him. Away with you, Deyong said. Zhou Lingtong gathered himself up and began limply walking downhill. After walking some distance, he turned around and saw Deyong standing upright on the hilltop with a hand resting on the erect bolt. He gave another shout: Away.

			2

			At the foot of the mountain, Zhou Lingtong ate a whole field of potatoes the size of baby mice. Seeing a corner of the temple peeking out he got an itch to set it on fire, but it seemed too far away. After sitting for some time he decided to go home and give in to his parents. Then he saw a classy woman rolling down the paved road on a Phoenix bike. The woman, perm-headed and fair-skinned, threw him a disdainful glance.

			What are you looking at? What the hell are you looking at? So what if I failed the exam eight years straight? Zhou Lingtong roared, raising his mudskipper face.

			Psycho, said the woman, pedaling harder. It was an unnecessary move, riding down a slope. The chain came off, and with a clank, she hit the ground. Her palms were scraped, pearls of blood oozed out. She moaned in pain. Zhou Lingtong walked over and said: Who did you just call psycho?

			Frowning, the woman didn’t respond. Zhou Lingtong grabbed her by the collar, and said: Who did you just call psycho? The woman clenched her teeth, not answering. Zhou Lingtong began to drag her off the road and into the fields until they were behind a cluster of wormwood. The woman screamed for help, so Zhou Lingtong squeezed her throat. Her scream choked quiet. Zhou Lingtong started to peel off her clothes, letting her bare white flesh tremble and struggle a little. Then he pinned her down and thrust into her with brute force. Who did you just call psycho? he said.

			This forced tears out of the woman. Meanwhile her head was scraping the rain-soaked soil beneath her, making a big mess. Zhou Lingtong said: Cunt, so tell me who the psycho is. In the distance came the sound of a car speeding down the paved road. Zhou Lingtong quickly covered the woman’s mouth. The car slowed down as it neared the bike, and Zhou Lingtong’s back broke out in sweat, but then it hauled away again. After quickly finishing up, Zhou Lingtong started to bind the woman’s wrists and ankles with her clothes and gag her with her panties. He found the money in her shoes and walked back to the road. He took off the bike’s chainguard, reattached the chain, and rode off. As he was pedaling through town, vendors of vegetables, meat, and steamed buns, restaurant owners, and radio listeners all turned to look at him, their mouths open, words not coming in time. Zhou Lingtong said, Do you want to say come quick and catch the rapist?

			Zhou Lingtong passed through the town, panting, and continued on the run. It was an hour before the people and the police realized what had happened. By the time they hopped on two trucks, carrying guns and cleavers, to pursue him, Zhou Lingtong had already ditched the bike and boarded a ship. By the time they made phone calls to the police station on the other side of the river, Zhou Lingtong was on a truck heading farther away. The police station said the truck seemed to be a blue Liberation or a white Dongfeng. They couldn’t say for sure.

			Later, the pursuit team was streamlined. Three men, led by the head of the criminal investigation unit of the county public security bureau, headed for Nanjing to continue the chase. With their green Jeep parked at Nanjing station, the four watched the crowd flowing like a school of minnows, together in one direction, then in another, stupefying them.

			3

			Amid the flowing crowd, Zhou Lingtong felt desperate and afraid. He was overtaken by the persistent fear that a powerful hand would grip his shoulder, then a voice would say, Let’s see you get away now. Every so often he looked back only to find workers, strangers to him, rushing about on their bikes. Days rolled on like this. Sometimes, Zhou Lingtong went toward the crowd, sometimes away from it. Then, exhausted from wandering about, he’d sit in the cool shade of a stone pillar and become a beggar. When the department store clock magnificently chimed, a ten-cent note floated through the air to him.

			This desolate situation after a period of turbulence made Zhou Lingtong feel safe. His fear was gradually leaving him. But fear, like the tears shed that day, once gone, left one defenseless against reality. He was again overtaken by the plain, ugly truth: he’d failed the exam eight years straight and become a wanted rapist. With all hope gone, he had to kowtow and say thank you to passersby. And that was it: they walked on two legs, upright, while he was on all fours, a reptile. Two worlds.

			After living as a beggar for only a few days, he noticed a problem. The concrete ground he slept on was damp and cold during the night, leaving him with severe back pain the next day. The healthy young man was helplessly sliding toward sickness and disability. The idle life of a beggar wore Zhou Lingtong out. Life was gloomy like he was slowly dying from blood loss. He thought he’d rather die right then; he’d already attempted suicide once anyway. Nevertheless, dying was not a pressing matter. Before then he’d eat soupy buns, Liuhe dry beef, and Baiyun pig feet. Having done so, he’d head to Mount Zijin to watch the sunrise. Only when he saw it would he bid farewell to this world. The Nanjing Daily he sat on read: For as far as I could see, mountains stretch away to meet the sky, green waves undulate toward the eyes. Amid endless mountains and countless woods, where can the tiny dust of the floating world rest?

			The mountain, being three or four hundred meters high, was not difficult for Zhou Lingtong to climb. At one point, he followed a group of tourists and listened with a great interest as the guide introduced the area through a megaphone: What we are going to see is Sun Quan’s grave; Sun Quan, or Zhongmou, was even admired by his enemies. At another point, he ran to an ancient tree and awkwardly put his arms around it. The tree had a huge top. He couldn’t figure it out how a snake could shake it and make it rustle. Lost in thought, carefree, he suddenly caught sight of two men beating a lanky woman over the stone steps, which reminded him of the legendary Wu Song who pounded a ferocious tiger to death. Unsatisfied with the beating, they began to pull her curly hair.

			When the woman turned to face him, Zhou Lingtong saw her nostrils and the corner of her month were bleeding. Her eyes flooded with despair, the kind of despair fish on a chopping block might show when at the very last moment their eyes meet the butcher’s knife. Feeling a stab of pain at something they shared, Zhou Lingtong suddenly decided what he should live for. He thought he was going to die anyway, but it was worth it to trade his life for someone else’s, so he grabbed a rock and ran toward them. Though those Nanjing men were terribly abusive toward the woman, seeing someone charging at them with a rock, roaring, they left her alone immediately, and ran straight into the primordial forest.

			Zhou Lingtong came over to help the woman up, and after several attempts, the woman managed to stand in her high heels. The woman, horse-faced, eyes unusually small, ears and nostrils huge, was a horrible sight. After a short while, several young men in suits ran over. Some shoved Zhou Lingtong aside and took hold of the woman. Others ran to the edge of the forest, standing on tiptoe, observing. As Zhou Lingtong stood, stupefied, the woman was being escorted away, leaving behind indistinct groans.

			Then she stopped and asked: Got a pen and paper? Her escorts presented them right away. She jotted down a phone number, and beckoned Zhou Lingtong. She said: Thank you, If you need anything in Beijing, call me. Zhou Lingtong scurried over, took the paper, and mumbled thanks but thought to himself, You wouldn’t help me. For you, it’s just a matter of a meal. City types are all like this. They immediately forget what they’ve promised.

			Zhou Lingtong came back to his senses and headed for the peak. He ran up until there was no one around and sat down to sleep. He planned to sleep until dawn, watch the sunrise, and find a way to kill himself.
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			When the sun hung low over the horizon, like a huge red ping-pong ball, Zhou Lingtong woke up, his body prickly and itchy from insects running wild all over him. When the sun was high in the sky, he let out three roars to summon his courage and set about looking for a supple vine. A supple vine was hard to find. After he found one, he went in search of the right tree, not too big, not too small. With everything ready, he gripped the looped vine with both hands and pulled himself up. As he was about to put his neck inside the loop, he saw four people in green police uniforms coming over from the far end of the path. One of them said in a bossy tone, I told you to find us a guide. You just wouldn’t listen. You said you’d been here once, but you’ve still managed to get us lost.

			Zhou Lingtong listened and thought, Isn’t that an Eshan accent? Tumbling to the ground, he looked around for an escape route, but there was none. At that moment the head of the criminal investigation unit cried out: Zhou Lingtong, let’s see you get away now. Hearing each word clearly, Zhou Lingtong froze right there, watching the four men coming to besiege him, panting like jackals. The leader reached out his hairy arms, trying to grab him. As he was about to succeed Zhou Lingtong hardened himself and rolled down the hill. Countless little flowers, yellow and pink, and big patches of green grass started to spin, retreating toward the sky. He kept rolling down until a mound got in his way. He got up, head still spinning, and before the spinning stopped, a bullet thudded against the stone beside him, and bounced off.

			Zhou Lingtong leaped behind a bush, where he could see the police coming down, hand in hand. Like a lunatic, he dashed into the darkness. He ran until there were only trees around, sunbeams slanting through leaves, insects humming out of sight. Then the pain kicked in; his left pinky toe was broken. Not daring to cry out loud, he screwed his eyes shut, letting tears trickle down. He was very sad. The sadder he got, the stronger his hatred became.

			The monk’s bolt, the classy woman’s disdainful look, the leader’s bullet made him go on living. He returned to bustling Nanjing. During the day he had his head down, begging. He slept awhile in the evening, then emerged in the alleyways after midnight, waiting with a brick for lone passersby. First he’d slap the brick on the person’s shoulder, and say: Give me your money. The person would dig out ten-yuan notes, five-yuan notes, and change. Then he would say: Run. The person would run right away.

			After some of these guerilla war games, Zhou Lingtong battled to Zhenjiang, Wuxi, Suzhou. When he was convinced that he’d shaken the pursuit team off, he decided to settle down on the street as a beggar and endure whatever life had to offer. To his surprise, Suzhou was under Hygienic Cities evaluation and vagrants were often rounded up in trucks and put into shelters. This put Zhou Lingtong in a dire situation again. That day the beggars at the far end of the street suddenly jumped to their feet, immediately followed by the rest, all fleeing. Ravenous, Zhou Lingtong couldn’t make it far before he tumbled over. A uniformed young man rushed over and grabbed his arm. He had long thought about the scenario. If he were put into the shelter and sent back to his hometown he’d be sent straight to jail. With a rape and resisting arrest to his name, he could be shot. So he made a sudden snap at the man’s wrist, biting through his sleeve and injuring his wrist. Then he dashed off down the lane. When he reached the end he turned back to see seven or eight uniformed men rushing toward him. He made haste again and turned down an alley. Having run in circles for a while, and with no one in sight, he flipped up the lid of a dumpster and squeezed in. He didn’t come out until it got dark. Moonlight shone upon the stone road. The walls stood tall and formidable, warding him off. He plodded along miserably, feeling cold and hungry, tortured and frightened. He felt the world, vast as it was, offered no place for a person as insignificant as him. To console himself he began to recite a poem: When you hoist the sails to cross the sea, you will ride the winds and cleave the waves. You will ride the winds and cleave the waves, when you hoist the sails to cross the sea.

			He recited it all the way to a corner shop at the end of the lane. Under the light bulb, he saw six words: long distance calls, domestic and international. He dug all his money out and piled it up. Then he took out the paper from Mount Zijin and dialed the number. The phone went beep, beep, beep for a while – no one answered. He wondered what she could possibly do to help him. She may just say thank you, or politely lecture me with clichés like, There’s always hope in life, don’t give up, young man. He asked the shop owner: Do you charge if it doesn’t connect? The shop owner scornfully waved a hand in disgust.

			Just then, a voice in the receiver said, Hello?

			Zhou Lingtong said: It’s me.

			The woman said: Who are you?

			Zhou Lingtong said: The one with the rock on Mount Zijin.

			The woman said: Ah, my lifesaver. How have you been lately?

			Zhou Lingtong burst into tears and said: Miss, I can’t go on living.

			The woman said: Why can’t you go on living?

			Zhou Lingtong said: I’m about to starve to death.

			The woman said: Where are you now?

			Zhou Lingtong said: In Suzhou. He tilted his head and wiped away the tears to read the street sign and said: I’ll be in the dumpster beside the second electric pole north of Changrui Lane.

			Wait for me right there. Don’t move, the woman said and hung up.
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			After paying for the phone call and a biscuit, all of Zhou Lingtong’s property was gone. He reclined on the dumpster and felt his throat grow bigger and bigger, stronger and stronger. He could hardly control his urge to swallow the biscuit whole. Hand trembling, he reached his lips toward the biscuit and licked it. His lips began to tremble, then his whole body did. The licking went on for a long time until only crumbs were left. Then he felt sorrow. The little biscuit was like bait, luring the big, fat, hungry monster out of him. He dug into the dumpster and found radishes. He started eating the leaves. When he got to something that couldn’t be chewed he pulled it out – a plastic bag.

			The night was cool and breezy. In the air he could still hear the sound of her hanging up. Click. The voice of the living person cut off, his connection disappeared. The woman would take her shower, go to bed, and pretend that she had forgotten all about it when she woke up. But he also knew he had to wait. In fact, he had no other options but to wait. He pushed open the steel box, shoved the filth aside, and fell asleep in the stench. He woke several times in the middle of the night and clambered out. In the lane was only the wind leaping down the houses’ roofs and darting over the stone road. The corner store’s light was out too; there was nothing.

			At dawn Zhou Lingtong faintly heard the dumpster being kicked. Not trusting his hearing, he went back to sleep. As he was slipping into a deeper slumber, he suddenly got up. Zhou Lingtong clambered out of the dumpster and looked around the lane. But there was still nothing. Rubbing his eyes, he looked again and saw a lanky figure walking past the corner shop.

			Is that you? Zhou Lingtong shouted. The other stopped. Zhou Lingtong shouted again: It’s me. The other turned around. Zhou Lingtong continued to shout: Rock, rock.

			The woman walked over to him and said: It’s me.

			Zhou Lingtong felt as if a string of firecrackers went off at once in his heart. Bleary-eyed, he saw a black bag reach toward him. Inside were the things he’d always wanted: roast duck, ham, bread. . .endless food and Coca-Cola. He snatched the bag, tried to tear the packets open with his hands but failed, so he ripped them with his teeth, which worked. He began to eat ferociously with both hands. When his throat was clogged with pieces of bone he force-swallowed them down.

			Zhou Lingtong finished the food and shook the bag. There was nothing. He glanced up at the woman. The woman shook her head. As they stared blankly at each other the woman tapped one of her high heels on the road and said they should go. Zhou Lingtong rose obediently. Before setting off the woman bent over to pick up that black genuine leather bag and carefully toss it onto the dumpster.

			Zhou Lingtong wanted to say thank you, but couldn’t get the words out. He followed her out of the lane and into the street where a worker was sweeping the ground with a bamboo broom. The rustling sound gave him the uncanny feeling of entering the world of ghosts. Zhou Lingtong knew that in his world, there were people with kidney problems, so there were those who tricked people into drinking, got them drunk, gave them an anesthetic, and cut out their kidney while they were still alive. Zhou Lingtong looked at the rear silhouette of the unknown woman and felt suspicious. But he also figured dying is just dying. He had long been dead; at least he was full now.

			The woman led him all the way to a hotel. At the entrance, there was a guard in a red woolen uniform. He first bowed to the elegant-looking woman, then to the ragged, stinking Zhou Lingtong. At that moment Zhou Lingtong knew he was hers. After checking in, the woman led Zhou Lingtong to a room. She ran a hot bath, tested the temperature, and said: You have three hours to wash up.

			Zhou Lingtong looked in the mirror: a ghost. He jumped in the bath and scrubbed himself hard. The water turned completely black, then it turned completely white. Again he scrutinized himself in the mirror: looking like a human now. He repeated this process several times until there was nothing left to wash. Only then did he realize he had nothing to wear. He ran to the door and listened. There was no sound outside. He gently opened the door a crack and saw a pile of clean underwear, a shirt, and pants in the doorway.

			Zhou Lingtong got dressed, took a deep breath, and stepped onto the fluffy carpet. The strong morning sun shone like a projector on the woman, leaving a shadow on the white bedding.

			The woman was facing the sunlight, smoking a cigarette. Her long, soft fingers tapped ashes into the trash can like a pianist’s. At that moment, Zhou Lingtong could see her warmth, misty, forming layer by layer from her elegant back and bare upper arms, and suddenly broke into tears. He fell to his knees and said: I love you. I love you, Mom.

			6

			At 26, Zhou Lingtong also went from the bottom to the very top. That Beijing woman, Zhang Xina, who represented an impossible utopia, an impossible Bodhisattva, absolutely let Zhou Lingtong hold her hand, bite her tongue and became the guardian angel of his money and life.

			For a long time Zhou Lingtong kept his beggar’s instinct. When he went with Zhang Xina to Beijing he gripped her hand, afraid she would run away. Even with his penis inside her he didn’t feel secure. Not till the day when Zhang Xina couldn’t help but lick it like an ice pop did he completely relax physically and psychologically. He caressed her hair and said, Don’t, babe, don’t do that.

			The first time they paid a visit to Zhang Xina’s father, Zhou Lingtong was a bit nervous. He just perched on the edge of the leather sofa, not daring to meet the formidable eyes across from him. Having observed Zhou Lingtong for a long while, the old man held up his tea mug, took a few gulps and asked, Where you from, little Zhou?

			Zhou Lingtong blushed and said: Anhui.

			The old man waved a hand and said: I already knew that. I’m asking if you’re from the city or the country.

			Zhou Lingtong felt a little insulted, said softly, From the mountains.

			The old man said: Speak up. Where?

			The mountains, Zhou Lingtong shouted, humiliated. Then he heard a clap. The old man began to laugh. The laughter made Zhou Lingtong’s whole body tremble, then suddenly the laughter stopped. The old man said: The mountains. I really like mountain folk. Down to earth. Then the laughter started all over again. Zhou Lingtong also started to laugh.

			At dinner, the old man pressured Zhou Lingtong into drinking a lot. When he saw his face turn red the old man patted his shoulder and said: Down to earth.

			After dinner, Zhou Lingtong thought he shouldn’t stay long and started looking for an excuse to leave. Meanwhile, the old man went to the sofa, made a phone call, slowly spoke a few sentences, and hung up. The old man looked at cautious Zhou Lingtong, said, Come here, son-in-law, I’ll give you a company to run.

			Those were the words Zhou Lingtong wrote over and over in his general manager’s office: Come here, son-in-law, I’ll give you a company to run. Things were that unimaginable. Yesterday he was in the dumpster with plastic bags and dead rats, and now he had his feet up on a giant, glossy mahogany desk – twinkling, swaying.

			Later, the company opened a branch in Malaysia. The first time Zhou Lingtong went there he checked into a hotel and asked a trusted assistant to make some calls. Soon prostitutes from England, France, Germany, Russia, America, Japan, Italy, and Austria came to his room. They bowed at once, smiling, then said in Chinese: Hello boss.

			Zhou Lingtong pointed at them, counting, and said: Back then you guys were the eight allies that invaded my country’s capital, Beijing. Now I’m going to set you straight. He spoke sternly. The eight girls looked at each other, not understanding his Chinese, and laughed loudly. They quickly took off his polished leather shoes and creased trousers, pulled the thing out, and tasted it one at a time. Soon the fluid was coaxed out. Zhou Lingtong got flustered and said, Really not fucking worth it.

			For eight years Zhou Lingtong’s life rolled along smoothly and peacefully. But one day as he was leaving his office he saw several men barging in, calling Lingtong, Lingtong. Security couldn’t hold them back. He recognized their Eshan accent, panicked, and shouted: I have a gun too.

			The leader grinned and said: It’s not that, not just that. You just got slandered back then.

			Zhou Lingtong took another look at them. They were all smiling flatteringly. Only then did he relax and wave for them to sit. After sitting and talking a little he understood they worked in Eshan’s Beijing office and wanted someone to pull strings to get Eshan’s status changed from county to city. Zhou Lingtong dismissed the idea, saying he had no sway. The director and deputy director immediately understood and said, Someone claimed you raped someone – what rape? Where’s the evidence? We were after the wrong person.

			Zhou Lingtong just offered them good tea, then offered them good alcohol, but didn’t answer. A few days later, the head of the county criminal investigation unit, now Deputy Secretary of the Eshan County Political and Legal Committee, hurried over behind the head of the county, patted his chest and made a note that finally made things clear. When Zhou Lingtong was drunk, he shook the deputy secretary’s shoulders and said, You were a good shot back then. The deputy secretary turned white and changed the subject: You and I are related on your mother’s side. I’m just thinking about everything Auntie and Uncle went through.

			Zhou Lingtong thought, What the hell kind of relative are you? but didn’t want to seem unfilial so instead asked, How are my mom and dad?

			Not long after you left they died, the deputy secretary said sorrowfully. Zhou Lingtong looked around, stunned, picked up a napkin, and rubbed it back and forth a dozen times till his eyes were red. Everyone flocked around him: Don’t cry, don’t cry, it’s been years. Only then would you say Zhou Lingtong began to cry.
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			Having fled his hometown eight full years ago, Zhou Lingtong returned for the first time. He did not take a plane or a train. He asked the driver to go slow in the Lincoln limousine with him and Zhang Xina in the back. When the car was a kilometer from the Eshan border he saw the secretary of the Eshan City Party Committee and the mayor waiting respectfully at the roadside, a throng of local officials and a fleet of Santanas behind them.

			In the city proper were red banners on every building and red inflatable arches at the entrance to every street to celebrate the upgrade in status from county to city. Hydrogen balloons floated in the sky, firecracker residue carpeted the ground, Eshan citizens flooded the streets and lined up outside the public toilets. As the convoy went by countless hands reached for the jet-black limousine, ignoring the police cars honking at them to get out of the way. Zhou Lingtong sat in the limousine in his suit and leather shoes and watched pairs of bulging eyes rush toward him. They couldn’t see him, but he could see them, see right in their hearts.

			After attending some meetings in the city, giving some speeches, Zhou Lingtong got sick of it and figured he’d just go tend the grave in his hometown and then go back to Beijing and never come back.

			His wife was having a migraine, so Zhou Lingtong went alone in the county head’s car to Zhou Village in Toushan Town. He handed a stack of red envelopes filled with money to the village head to distribute among the villagers for him. Then he went to look for his parents’ grave. He looked a long time. Everyone bashfully said it was the one without a stone. Zhou Lingtong said, Oh, then tossed some cash to a couple cousins to take care of it.

			After a few cups of Gushao baijiu at lunch, Zhou Lingtong left Zhou Village. Halfway back, he suddenly thought of something and asked the driver to head for the mountain. The 2000 Santana reached the foot in 15 minutes. Zhou Lingtong got out of the car and looked at the paved ramp and dry potato field, sighing, overcome by emotion. Then he told the driver, I’m going up the mountain to burn some incense. The driver wanted to go with him, but he refused – going alone was more sincere.

			Zhou Lingtong was nastier than eight years before. Though he was fatter, he walked faster like he was burning with anxiety, in a hurry to find something. Only when he was soaked in sweat and discarded his jacket did he reach the summit. He stood where he’d knelt eight years before, in a patch of shade, looking at the dilapidated Longquan Temple. The temple door was shut. Wisps of steam rose through the tiled roof. Zhou Lingtong went and pounded on the door, shouting: I’m back.

			The voice from behind the door answered, Coming, coming. Zhou Lingtong thought it sounded familiar but couldn’t think of who it was. When the door squeaked open he couldn’t help but take a few steps back. The monk’s reaction was similar. He stumbled and fell on his butt. Zhou Lingtong watched the bald monk fall in his long robe, string of prayer beads around his neck.

			Somehow he and the monk looked exactly the same.

			Zhou Lingtong started to open his mouth, and the monk opened his mouth too. Zhou Lingtong let him speak first. The monk put his palms together and said, Amitabha. When the voice came, strange mold grew over the familiar face until finally they were completely different. The monk was the monk. Zhou Lingtong was Zhou Lingtong. The humble was humble. The noble was noble.

			Zhou Lingtong relaxed and asked meanly, Where’s Deyong?

			My master passed away 8 years ago, the monk said then nodded and bowed. When he raised his head, his eyes gleamed with unconcealable envy. Zhou Lingtong tried swinging his Rolex hand to the right – the eyes followed it, swinging right. Zhou Lingtong said, Come touch it. The monk, embarrassed, came and touched it all over.

			Zhou Lingtong said: What did Deyong say when he was dying?

			The monk said: He cursed me. He said the temple could only feed one mouth. Me coming made him starve to death.

		

	
		
			Attic

			Thanks to Ms. C for the embryo of this story.

			For 10 years Zhu Dan answered countless pointless phone calls from Mother. The only one she ignored was a warning about avoiding her own death. She was on her way to her parents’ home, the afternoon sun making the face of the building shine. There were swallows and cicadas but no wind, like a panicked ghost town. Her mother was shuffling madly in a pair of slippers right toward her. The moment she glimpsed her, Mother turned down an alley. She stopped the shout rushing to her lips, sensing the other had not seen her. No need to make a fuss.

			The second person she ran into was the owner of Sheyuan Restaurant. He was squatting by the bridge, plucking a chicken. The restaurant had more than 10 years of history. After nightfall, he and his wife would pour the swill into the city moat. He was a craven but excitable fatty. He threw a glance at Zhu Dan, but she ignored him. When she was a few meters past him, she cursed, as always: “Die sonless.”

			“What?”

			“Die sonless.”

			“I’m not the only one dumping trash in this river, everyone does.”

			“Do it one more time if you dare. Do it.”

			“Fine.”

			He held up the red plastic tub and threw the feathery water into the river. Then one by one, he tossed down the rotten vegetable roots. But she’d already arrived home. For 10 years, every time they met she cursed him and listened to his pushback but he never got retribution. As he said, he would dump trash into the moat if he had any, and if he didn’t, he’d make some.

			For a long time all that had been left of the river was a stagnant trickle. The swampy riverbed overgrown with weeds gave off the abhorrent stench of excrement, swill, pads, dead animals, and even dead babies. A secretary of the county party committee once convened a meeting to state that the river, being the eyes of the city, mother river, must be restored without delay. Zhu Dan was thrilled at the time, but as soon as the assessment was done the project was abandoned. It would have required 1.5 million yuan.

			* * * 

			Ten years prior, the Zhus built their house by the river because it was the main route to the city for the farmers of the eight nearby villages and towns. Just before the house was completed, Mother had a quarrel with the contractors from Fujian, because the stairway to the attic was narrow and steep. “What good is it?” Mother said. “I won’t pay for it. If you think it’s a bad deal tear it down.” Being no match for Mother, the contractor quickly finished the house. A day later he came back with a trowel and said: “If you live through the year, I’ll take your last name.” At the time Zhu Dan’s father was standing in front of him. He looked stupefied.

			Father was a genial person. Geniality made him offer to name the contractor’s son and made him unable to stop his wife’s unjust behavior. It was almost Spring Festival. Apparently waiting until after Daughter’s wedding, and apparently in order to make clear that as a man he felt ashamed about those Fujian contractors, he left a fish basket, fishing tackle, and cigarettes he hadn’t finished smoking at the river on the outskirts, and went to another world.

			The smell of spent firecrackers from the wedding hadn’t completely left when new firecrackers were lit again. Guests again poured in, tidying up, making arrangements, eating, drinking, jostling like a flock of penguins. Facing the sky, Zhu Dan cried aloud. A few times she nearly passed out. Women took out their handkerchiefs, now and then wiping the tears rolling down her face. When the women had all dispersed, her crying continued like it was a shield or something worth indulging in.

			Since Father’s death, Zhu Dan, already a wife, went to her parents’ home at noon every day for lunch to keep Mother company. You could also say it was a duty Mother made her perform. She and her elder brother Zhu Wei had been under Mother’s control since they were little. “Don’t think about leaving me,” Mother often said but then would add, “It’s all for your sake, isn’t it?”

			The control bore two fruits:

			Zhu Wei was an idler, Zhu Dan a nervous wreck.

			Zhu Wei knew he could do nothing and Mother would still protect him, so he just let her take care of everything. He quit high school his sophomore year and was forced to work in the police traffic division as a temporary worker before going pro some years later. Mother bought him a house and let him marry the movie ticket seller he was secretly in love with. He was responsible only for getting fat. At a young age he puffed up like bread. Back home he’d sprawl on the sofa and say: “You’re nagging me again. What’s there to nag about? Can’t you just leave me alone?” Zhu Dan knew whatever she did, Mother wouldn’t be satisfied. Life was filled with choices of one kind or another, from whether or not to join the Party to what vegetable to buy, all of which terrified her. When she had to make a choice she did so covertly, reassuring herself all the while that Mother had no idea.

			“Everybody gets married sooner or later. I’ve had my eye on that young man for six months,” Mother said one day. It was already decided, but Mother pretended she was discussing it with her. Of course, when she showed slight hesitation, Mother scolded her loudly. “You know what, a lot of people are introducing girls to him. Who do you think you are?” Later, Mother took her to the county police chief’s house. There was sitting a fair-skinned young man who worked in the township government and whose father was the vice-secretary of the county Political and Legal Affairs Committee.

			After the elders left, he kept his head down, rubbing his hands. Zhu Dan said, “I recognize you.”

			“How?”

			“I just do.”

			Leaving, she heard the police chief ask the other in a low voice, “What do you think?”

			“I have no objections. It depends on her.”

			Soon they got engaged. Trying on her wedding dress, Zhu Dan showed unusual satisfaction with herself as a woman. In front of the mirror, she turned this way and that, over and over. “What do you think?” Mother asked. She suddenly bowed her head, weeping.

			“Not satisfied?”

			“No.”

			“Then why the tears?”

			“Happy tears maybe.” Zhu Dan gave an ugly smile. Mother did some more sleuthing afterward and was sure Daughter was satisfied. But as the wedding banquet approached things suddenly changed. Zhu Dan went numb. It became a shadow weighing on the hearts of the two families. A few months after the wedding, unable to tolerate it any more, Mother-in-law came to the Zhu house in a rage and said to Mother: “I know you’re a tough woman. But I have to say this today. There’s something wrong with Dandan.”

			“What could possibly be wrong with her?”

			“She won’t have marital relations.”

			Mother shouted that it wasn’t possible but felt completely crushed. “If Father passing away made Dandan sad we understand, but she can’t be sad so long. If it’s that Dandan despises Xiaopeng, we won’t be ashamed. I won’t tell anyone, but if it continues, they’d better separate, better sooner than later,” Mother-in-law said. Mother thought of the misfortune that affected two generations of women in her own family, fearing frigidness could be passed down. After she married the good Zhu Qingmo, they had marital relations no more than three times a year, all at his constant requesting and pleading. The first time she pushed and shoved, almost breaking his penis.

			When Zhu Dan came home Mother said: “All women have to do it. It’s women’s fate.” Zhu Dan lowered her head, scooped food. Mother went on with uncharacteristic sorrow: “Just lie there and let the man poke, be good.”

			“I know.”

			“Take it, and it’s over.”

			Later, after talking with Mother-in-law, Mother knew that Daughter vomited every time after marital relations – even once in bed. Though Mother-in-law said no more, Mother felt utterly disgraced. Mother frightened and coaxed daughter, studied A Must-Read For Newlyweds with her, made her eat cistanche and placenta, but there were no obvious results. Mother felt helpless and turned to a confidant for help. It so happened this sister-in-law, who seemed concerned when she was listening, rapturously told others about it afterward. Soon the whole town knew. Unable to stand the looks, Zhu Dan’s husband, Chen Xiaopeng, had an affair with an intern at the agricultural school. Though the evidence was unequivocal, and the circumstances awful, Zhu Dan and Mother dared not make a scene. But the girl came to the Zhu house and called them out. Mother went and slapped her three times and got pushed to the ground. Mother called the police chief to take the girl away and lock her up a good 24 hours.

			As it turned out, Mother was right to choose this husband for Zhu Dan. Though he never enjoyed a single night with her and was constantly urged to get a divorce, he guarded their marriage like a gentleman. During holidays he would come to the Zhu house, one arm full of presents, the other holding Zhu Dan’s hand. He went with the Zhus to worship their ancestors and sided with the family on many things. In public he was agreeable. People had seen so many men who turned their noses up at them. Because he was powerful but unpretentious, they were unusually friendly with him. While Mother liked him at first sight, she found her own son, Zhu Wei, a disappointment. And she continued to regard him with great affection. Mother was grateful he attended to the interests of the two families rather than his own.

			When Zhu Dan gave birth to a baby boy, Mother was relieved. Being 1.57 meters tall and 40 kg, giving birth to a six-pound three-ounce son for the Chens nearly depleted her – it was enough wasn’t it? Mother-in-law had been concerned about male heirs, not sex. Since she had gotten one, the family, off balance, attained balance, even more balance than families who love each other from the start. The three women reached a tacit understanding that as long as Chen Xiaopeng didn’t bring a woman home, everything was good. They arranged among themselves roles and responsibilities for the newborn:

			Mom, Grandma, Grandma;

			breastfeeding, changing diapers, putting him to sleep.

			But once the breastfeeding period was over, Zhu Dan went numb again, not only numb but also scared. Sometimes, she would suddenly become possessed in her seat, pressing her breasts, panting, forehead breaking out in sweat. “What’s the matter with you, Dandan?” Zhu Dan stood up, grabbing a bag to go. “What are you doing?” Mother asked.

			“Going home.”

			“Isn’t this your home?”

			She suddenly stopped.

			“What’s this about?”

			“I am going to die,” she said irritably, then added, “I won’t die. It’s just I felt a bit unwell all of a sudden.”

			This symptom came every few days, or a few times a day. Mother asked questions but found nothing. She got insomnia and thought she heard the sound of a man pacing upstairs. He went back and forth a few times, then the sound stopped. Mother thought there was nothing to be afraid of. She was a good person. So she felt her way upstairs. When she switched on the light on the landing, she didn’t see anyone in the attic. In the corner lay the furniture she and Zhu Qingmo bought when they were first married and a four-post bed.

			“Old Zhu, Old Zhu,” she called several times, but no one responded.

			Mother didn’t dare sleep, so she turned up the television, which disturbed her all night. The next day she hired a maid to live with her. When the fuzzy-lipped maid began to snore in the living room, Mother finally felt at ease. Later she took Zhu Dan to worship their ancestors’ graves and burn incense in the temple. Though the stomping never came back, Daughter’s panic continued.

			Once, Daughter seemed to make up her mind and walked into the kitchen mumbling to herself. Mother asked: “What are you doing here, Dandan?” She went numb again and shook her head violently.

			“Why’d you come to the kitchen?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Don’t be afraid, Dandan. If there’s something bothering you, tell Mom.” Mother’s tone softened. Zhu Dan tossed a pained look at her, and dropped her gaze. “Don’t be afraid, child. Just tell me. Whatever it is, I won’t blame you.” But Zhu Dan just walked back to the living room. Mother turned off the gas stove, walked over, uncharacteristically took Daughter’s hand and said: “How can I get you cured if you don’t speak. If there’s a disease, we cure the disease. If it’s in the body, we cure the body. If it’s in the heart, we cure the heart. Every woman has a disease of one kind or another. You’re not the only one.”

			“It’s fine. I mean, I even gave birth to a child.”

			“Right, even gave birth to a child. This means you have no problems.”

			“Even got the next generation.”

			“That’s right. Don’t think too much. The more you think, the more you can’t think straight.”

			Mother said no more. Later she went to Mother-in-law, and Mother-in-law found Chen Xiaopeng, and said to him, “Don’t fool around anymore. You’re disgracing us.” Mother said, “Don’t blame Xiaopeng. They’re husband and wife. Husband and wife should look after each other.”

			“I know.”

			Chen Xiaopeng was a passable husband ever since, or at least appeared to be. He saw Zhu Dan off and picked her up, put his arm around her shoulders at night. But the latter did not improve at all. She took Alprazolam and Prozac, but she just didn’t seem to get any better.

			Then one day, Mother took her to the provincial capital to see a psychiatrist. The psychiatrist said: “Breathe deeply.” Zhu Dan breathed deeply a few minutes, and sure enough felt dizzy, unsteady.

			“Do you feel like you’re dying?”

			“Yes.”

			“Afraid of dying?”

			“Yes.”

			“Before you die, do one thing for me. Put your hands behind your back, squat down, and jump forward.”

			Zhu Dan was a bit confused. Mother said: “He asked you, so do it.” Zhu Dan put her hands behind her back, squatted down, and stiffly took a small leap forward like a frog. This made the psychiatrist laugh out loud. He said: “Do you think someone dying could still long jump? Have you seen it?” Mother joined in the laughter. Zhu Dan looked at Mother and laughed too. “There’s nothing wrong with you,” the psychiatrist said.

			“Right, she’s always been skittish. Doctor, please give us some medicine,” Mother said.

			“Hell no. I’m telling you, the problem with your daughter is that she keeps implicating herself. When she feels uncomfortable, for example short of breath, a tight chest – these are such common things – she immediately thinks they are signs of death then gets panicked. The more panicked she gets the more she feels she might die soon, if not why such panic? Dying my ass, can dying people long jump?”

			Mother thought this over a few days; when she saw Zhu Dan she’d viciously say: “Dying my ass.” Daughter would immediately bow her head. This only worked a couple of weeks. Sometimes walking and seeing no one was around, Zhu Dan would hunch over and take a leap. Gradually this became compulsive.

			* * *

			As her condition continued pain turned into boredom, boredom into numbness, slowly becoming a constant part of life. Only on the day of her retirement, seeing the bleakness in everything, Mother suddenly realized that Daughter had grown old more completely than herself. She hadn’t noticed the changes from one day to the next. But that day it was like she hadn’t seen her in years. She was astounded to see a woman in her thirties with hair like snow-covered coal, so gray.

			“Why don’t you dye it?”

			“It turns black at first. When the roots show up, they’ll still be white and uglier.”

			You’ve still got a long time to live, Mother thought and started to follow Daughter. Daughter never looked around and swung her arms like a goose as she walked in silence. Mother was a bit disgusted. When she fell off a bike the first time she was learning to ride it, Daughter never rode a bike again. Other women rode electric scooters on the street. She was the only one walking, unable to carry anything with her, like an illiterate person. In the morning Daughter walked from home to work; at noon from work to her parents’ home; at dusk from work to home. She paid no attention to anyone, and no one paid attention to her. Nobody knew what had been torturing her, or who.

			Just let her be. One day Mother realized her following would be noticed sooner or later, so she walked back. She walked and wept then sat down on concrete stairs by the road, watching the bustle pass before her. These, those, the going, the coming, the joyful, the sorrowful would all be gone in a hundred years. She was in a daze for a long while then she glimpsed Daughter zip by in a taxi. She hesitated for a moment, then as if propelled by something, stumbled down to the road and grabbed a taxi. If Daughter was out on business she would have had a company car at her disposal. Mother called Daughter’s office. As expected her colleague said she had left for her parents’ house, which was in the opposite direction.

			The car drove out of town, covered six, seven kilometers of paved road, turned onto a country road, drove through a big rapeseed field, bamboo grove, and pond, and arrived at a village called Erfangliu. She looked around and saw cottages in tight rows with tiled facades and aluminum window frames, three or four stories tall. The one Daughter went so familiarly into only had one story, gray brick walls and an old tiled roof. Daughter went through the gate as if dissolving into a black hole. Five or six minutes later she came out followed by an old couple. The old woman, short, smiling, regarded Daughter with sincerity. The old man was scrawny. All that was left of him was a big, dark-yellow face with the eyebrows, nostrils, and corners of the mouth pressed firmly down. He put his big left hand on the old woman’s shoulder, straining to haul his right leg over the threshold.

			“Dad, Mom, no need to see me off. Get some rest.”

			The old woman turned around and said, “Old man, Little Zhu is saying goodbye to you.” Daughter walked up, took his paralyzed right hand, called him Dad, whispered softly. His face of tightly welded scrap iron suddenly relaxed and gave a wholehearted smile. “All right, all right,” he said.

			At noon Mother sat at the dining table and watched Daughter go upstairs. Like a mime, Daughter changed into slippers, put down her bag, went to the toilet, washed her hands, prepared vegetables, washed rice, and straightened up the tea table. She didn’t ask Mother why she hadn’t cooked, nor did she want to know where Maid was. How many years has she been lying to me? Mother thought. A tinge of terror flashed in her heart, but she sat still, face grim. Eventually Daughter gave a frightened look.

			“Put the bowl down,” Mother said.

			Daughter’s body shuddered. Then she heard Mother say, “Give that to me.” She regarded the feather duster on the tea table with terror and confusion then passed it to her. Mother pointed at her and said, “Tell me, what have you been doing these years?”
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