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			PROLOGUE

			New York City, USA, September 2008

			“The problem is no longer that with every pair of hands 
that comes into the world there comes a hungry stomach. 
Rather it is that, attached to those hands are sharp elbows.”

			—Paul Samuelson

			Just another day in the bar deep in the bowels of a famous Manhattan hotel.

			The signature bronze centerpiece of a bull and bear, polished to a soft velvety luster, glinting serenely under the light of the heavy chandelier. Small knots of regulars, hotel guests, and tourists milling around and murmuring softly. Refugees from a conference being held upstairs, a mix from the world of policy and finance, nametags dangling from their necks, placing their orders for drinks at the mahogany counter.

			Shattering the discreet hush of this September afternoon, two armed men come crashing into the bar.

			Where on earth are the security guards?

			Securing the conference upstairs.

			Not here.

			The cloudburst of screams and cries of hysteria as this chilling realization sinks in.

			One of the gunmen, the more heavyset of the two, races across the burgundy expanse of carpet through the thump and crunch of overturned barstools and splintering barware.

			He leaps up into the air. Wild-eyed, he shouts.

			Even as some people run toward the street entrance and escape, the second gunman rushes to the door and locks it.

			Seven people are trapped inside: a Chinese tycoon, an American CEO, a London hedge-fund manager, a Wall Street bond salesman, and a Norwegian environmentalist. A Japanese TV celebrity, too, in New York to promote her book. The seventh, a waiter, an illegal immigrant from Mexico, walks out of the bathroom straight into the unfolding drama.

			The first gunman declares that they are all hostages now.

			“Madre de Dios!” the illegal immigrant cries, trembling.

			The Chinese tycoon mutters under his breath, outraged. Who’s ever heard of a hostage crisis in a five-star Park Avenue hotel in the middle of New York City?

			And they all think:

			Who are these men? What do they want?

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Liang Dacheng

			Shangcheng, China, May 1999

			“Let China sleep, for when the dragon awakes, 
she will shake the world.”

			—attributed to Napoleon Bonaparte
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			The Americans are coming! For an entire month, a frenzy of directives streamed over the dormitory and factory loudspeakers. Personal hygiene top priority! No public spitting! No toothpicks in mouths! Neatness and tidiness at all times!

			The Americans are coming! Anything and everything had to be done to present the best face the town could offer. Nothing could be allowed, vowed its determined mayor, to stand in the way of the projection of a healthy and well-run community. To this end, he mandated that all must show up at the crack of dawn to attend daily exercise classes in the town’s central park. Shirkers would be punished. But there was a carrot, too: free haircuts for the menfolk, plastic hair clasps and kerchiefs for the women, and new T-shirts for all.

			And in an additional push to whip the populace up to standard, the mayor, who was known for never leaving anything to chance, issued a short instruction manual on foreign manners and English greetings, distributing thousands of free copies in the streets. This last effort was quite successful: By the end of a few short weeks everyone knew how to say the prerequisite “hello,” “good-bye,” “how do you do,” and “thank you.”

			In the final stretch of preparations, his attention turned to the physical appearance of the town. Young and old were recruited to sweep and scrub the streets clean, to turn the drab, gray townscape of old concrete into a semblance of something more prosperous, more bright.

			The town became an arena of fevered activity. Every day, Liang Dacheng, the town’s mayor for as long as anyone could remember, would rise early in the morning and conduct in-person inspections, his attention everywhere and his critical eye missing nothing. Not the kindergarteners and elementary school kids—he would pause, smiling, to wave at them—mushrooming in the streets overnight. They were crouched on the sidewalks, the little girls’ pigtails swinging from side to side, the little boys’ hair like shiny black helmets—an army of beetles assiduously pulling up the weeds that grew along the streets and in cracks in the pavement. Nor did he miss the cadres of high school students, carrying buckets and brooms, dispatched among the apartment blocks, in the main square, in the park and at the train station, to hose down roads, collect the trash, and dispose of it. Nor the unmarried factory employees pouring out of the dormitories to whitewash the dirty, liver-red bricks of the factory walls. Nor the pluckier amongst them climbing tall wooden ladders and hanging red plastic banners emblazoned with golden Chinese letters across the avenues. Some even had the English word WELCOM painted on them, missing the final E, despite the best efforts of Li Li the town translator, the mayor’s wife.

			Groups of volunteers joined in as well, to adjust crooked signs and wash shop windows and paint the wooden doorframes of the buildings that abutted the central square. And, most importantly, to burnish the towering concrete image of Chairman Mao (his hand raised in a gesture of triumph—or perhaps a blessing) standing in the middle of the square until it gleamed an imperial yellow in the early morning sun as eager hands arranged wreaths of flowers at its feet.

			The entire town was in an uproar: all fifteen thousand of its residents. The communal spirit had never been stronger. They would have dusted the very leaves on the trees if they could have.

			But then, in the small, uneventful factory township of Shangcheng, the fortunes of the government-owned factory touched them all.
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			A fly landed on the back of Liang Dacheng’s hand and he woke up with a jolt. He had fallen asleep in the conference room. As he lifted his head from the hard glass tabletop, his first thought was that Li Li would give him hell for not returning home last night.

			He rubbed his face, bloated by sleep and sticky with sweat. The slow, lazy rotations of the ceiling fan were useless against the stifling heat.

			He felt stiff all over, his neck hurt, and his back ached. His plump cheek was sore where it had lain on the glass. He got up to stretch his cramped legs. He was getting too old—he would be turning fifty-one this year—to be giving up the comfort of his bed, he thought. When he was younger, though, it was many a night that, working all hours, he had slept on the factory floor.

			The gray light of dawn seeped through the empty room like a gentle mist. But for him, Liang Dacheng, the coming of daybreak was more like a warning clap of thunder.

			Looking out from the soot-streaked window strategically placed above the factory yard, Liang surveyed his domain. At this early hour, the grounds were empty except for some chickens running about. Beyond, at the far side of the yard, were the entrance gates, still locked.

			The first day of his arrival to the factory. He could see a young man, weighed down by a suitcase on his back, approaching these very same gates in the pouring rain. Hungry, exhausted, his heart pounding with excitement and nervous anticipation.

			Fresh out of university with an engineering degree, he had been dispatched by the party secretariat to this remote place, far from his home and family in the south. Back then, the nearest train station had been twenty-five kilometers away, and he had walked the entire night to reach the town.

			The factory workers had welcomed him warmly and chatted with him cheerfully in their regional accent that he could barely understand. They had brought him steamed buns and soymilk, a thick quilt for his dormitory bed, and had seen to it that he wanted for nothing. He was so touched by their hospitality that he promised himself that he would work hard to repay their kindness.

			Liang Dacheng turned away from the window. He patted down the far fewer hairs he had left on his head.

			They had given him a home. And he—thirty years of his life. Thirty years of loyalty and excellence in service to reach his position of top dog in Shangcheng town. Factory director. Communist Party secretary. Mayor.
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			No possibility of a cup of tea—the kitchen was still closed at this early hour. The communal bathhouse across the yard, however, was unlocked and, after a quick shower, Liang found himself back in the second-floor conference room that doubled as his office. With a touch of trepidation, he glanced out the window again at the heavy iron gates to the factory complex. Nothing stirred, not even a leaf on the elm trees that lined the avenue beyond the gates.

			On the desk was a neatly folded sheet of paper. It was the speech over which he had labored for hours last night. There was a lot riding on his choice of words, and he had spent much time on the right turn of phrase, even practicing the precise tone of voice for his delivery. He reread the speech with a frown. Its reception would determine the outcome of this fateful day that would change his future—and the town’s future—forever.

			A soft knock interrupted his musings. A tired-looking, timid face appeared at the door.

			“Vice Secretary Shi, what are you doing here? Why aren’t you at the exercise session?” Liang Dacheng asked.

			“I thought you might need me on this big day,” said Shi Chi, a thin man in his early forties.

			Liang Dacheng wondered if Shi Chi, whose face was flushed, had already been drinking. “Everything must be ready before the Americans arrive. How are the preparations coming along?”

			“Very well, Secretary Liang. Not to worry. The welcome committee is on top of everything, and the heat hasn’t dampened the citizens’ spirits.”

			Not to worry? Not to worry? What was his vice secretary going on about? A thousand worries buzzed like gnats in his head. The fish they had procured for the banquet dinner could turn bad in the heat! With no air-conditioning, a guest might faint! The little show they had been rehearsing at the school—would it be well received? And Shi Chi, could he be trusted not to show up drunk, shaming them all? As for the deal, it was still not 100 percent secure, and the Americans—perish the thought!—may yet walk away at the very last moment. The neighboring town, he had heard, was actively courting the very same company. And perhaps—despite his well-placed bribes—the deputy provincial governor would not sign off on the agreement in the end.

			But the worst of it was, appearances notwithstanding, not all was harmony and solidarity in the town. If he failed to win over the opponents to his carefully laid plans in the coming showdown, it would all be over.

			Liang Dacheng felt like a man besieged. His mouth was dry, and he kept kneading his right earlobe, a nervous habit when under stress. Shooing Shi Chi out of the room, he turned his attention to his speech again.
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			A couple of hours later, there was a second timid knock at the door.

			“Come in!” Liang Dacheng called out irritably. Shi Chi slithered in.

			“They’re coming, Secretary Liang. They’re here at the gates!”

			There was no escaping the moment. Wearily, Liang Dacheng rose from his chair. “I will deal with this. You,” he said, motioning to the dirty office window, “get that cleaned up right away.”

			He could hear the faint din of slogans infiltrating his office. Down with America! Down with imperialism!

			Blast that Kosovo War. Damn those Americans. Why did they have to bomb the Chinese embassy in Belgrade at precisely the time he was trying to sell the factory? He felt like a magnet for all the bad luck in the world.

			Liang adjusted his suit, tried to smooth down the rebellious tuft of white-flecked hair that grew stubbornly on the top of his head, threw back his shoulders with determination, and hurried downstairs. He just had to defuse the situation before the Americans arrived.

			It won’t be easy, he thought. The bombing had provoked a nationalist backlash, fueling anti-American sentiment across the country, with American consulates and businesses like McDonald’s becoming targets of public rage.

			He strode across the canteen towards the entrance of the factory building, his thoughts smoldering, the cooling effect of his recent shower having worn off already. Rivulets of sweat trickled down his back and legs.

			The din from outside grew louder.

			Down with America! Down with the foreign devils!

			He pulled open the heavy doors and stood motionless on the landing of the steps overlooking the yard. From his vantage point he could see the heaving crowd of workers pushing and rattling the gates thirty meters in the distance. There had to be a couple of hundred people out there on the sidewalk with fists raised and waving placards, their faces ugly with fury.

			They were roaring now.

			Open up the gates! Open up, Secretary Liang! Down with imperialism! We want no truck with foreign devils!

			Quietly he surveyed the scene. He knew each and every one of the protestors. In a small town such as Shangcheng, the boss and his subordinates were constantly in and out of each other’s lives, and thirty-odd years of a shared fate created strong bonds.

			He wanted to think that he had earned their trust, and that they would give him a chance to make his case. But he also knew that a crowd could turn into a violent mob in the blink of an eye.

			Shi Chi suddenly materialized at his side.

			“Do you want me to call in the police, Secretary Liang?” he asked in a trembling voice.

			Liang Dacheng didn’t answer, holding the sheet of paper with his speech limply in his right hand. A minute or two ticked by. “Unlock the gates.”

			“But, Secretary!”

			“Do as I say. And go get me a megaphone, a stool, and a glass of water.”
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			Liang Dacheng took off his jacket, folded it up neatly, and put it down on the ground. He got up on the small stool. He crumpled his speech into a ball and shoved it into his trouser pocket, having now decided that the appearance of spontaneity would be the best course. This was his plan: appeasement and charm, followed by straight talk and firmness.

			First the charm.

			Angry faces stared up at him, the collective as one restive, multi-headed beast.

			Liang Dacheng, standing firm on the stool in his rolled-up shirtsleeves, his hands on his hips, broke out in a wide, avuncular smile that radiated commiseration and understanding. He nodded, turning his head from side to side and making small bows like an actor on a stage.

			He stood there, silent in the oppressive heat, his face shiny with perspiration, smiling and nodding, a beacon of stability above the tumultuous sea. He knew that despite his small stature and rumpled shirt and trousers he had an imposing presence.

			He must have stood for a full five minutes, until—

			“Quiet, comrades! Let Secretary Liang speak!” boomed a commanding voice. It was the voice of Wang Min, a senior machinist and the leader of the protest.

			The roar subsided somewhat.

			“Thank you, Wang Min,” Liang Dacheng said into the megaphone in a jovial tone. Then singling out a dour man with his back slouched against the trunk of the single tree that grew in the yard, he continued, “I see that Little Lu, who was on sick leave—at death’s door I was told—is back in full health and full voice this morning. Let us thank the sky and earth—a miracle!”

			The crowd tittered, wavered a moment, then opted to laugh.

			“My dear comrades and compatriots,” Liang Dacheng continued. “I, of all people, understand your anger. I, of all people, have your best interests at heart.”

			“Traitor Liang Dacheng!”

			Liang Dacheng ignored the interruption.

			“My dear comrades and compatriots. Please bear with me and listen patiently to what I have to say. I ask—no, beg—for your trust. We’ve been through many good and bad times—together. Up the hills and down the valleys—together. Have you ever known me to let you down?”

			No! everyone answered in unison.

			“Have I not always looked out for everyone’s interests? Who worked tirelessly to get Grandma Peng a bed at the People’s Hospital in Shenyang? Who petitioned the provincial government to send our brilliant Tang Maylin to Beijing University? I am a good man. All present here can attest to my character. So how can I be a traitor? Didn’t I give the best years of my life for our ideals? We seek an egalitarian utopia—and you all know as I do that while I’m above you in rank, I live as frugally as any man in this town. I cycle to work. I live in an apartment block no different from your own. My belly is no fuller than yours. Do I lie?”

			No! responded the crowd with warmth.

			“I despise capitalism like each and every one of you.”

			The demonstrators, still restless, repeated as one: Down with capitalism!

			“But here’s the thing. We have no choice.”

			“There is always a choice!”

			This came from Wang Min, who, breaking from the ranks of protestors, jumped up, agitated, right in front of him.

			Liang Dacheng set down his megaphone. Beckoning to Wang Min, he climbed down from the stool and descended from the landing, till he stood only one step higher than his challenger. He addressed him in a hushed tone, as to a person of equal importance.

			“No, Comrade Wang,” he said, looking directly into his eyes. “There is no choice. We’re out of options. We must catch the mice, to paraphrase Comrade Deng Xiaoping. And time is running out. If we don’t accept the American buyout, I tell you now, the factory will shut down in two weeks.”

			Climbing back onto his perch, he repeated the same words through the megaphone so that all could hear.

			The protestors fell into an uneasy silence.

			Liang Dacheng continued hammering on the unpleasant reality.

			“We are, I’m telling this to you straight, flat out of cash. There is barely enough in the bank to cover your salaries this month. We can’t meet our production target, and the subsidies from the provincial government have dried up. The order has come directly from Beijing. Sell—or shut down.”

			Liang Dacheng finally had the protesters’ full attention. Everyone knew that the factory paid for the town’s healthcare, education, and pensions. If the factory were to close, it would mean the end of the town, their livelihoods, and everything they had worked for. As the realization of their predicament began to sink in, worried faces, open-eyed, were now staring up at him with attention.

			And he went on, mercilessly, “Comrades, I am sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but we simply can’t afford to keep all of you employed, take care of the retirees, and provide jobs for your children. We kept going as long as we could, but now we’ve truly reached the end of the line.”

			“Gross mismanagement!” someone shouted.

			“It’s your fault, Liang Dacheng,” cried another.

			Liang held up his hand as if by this gesture he could arrest the tide of blame.

			“No! It’s not my fault. Nor anyone else’s. It’s just that times have changed. Change is like the wind, comrades. Some build walls against it, but others build windmills to harness its power. I say—no, I insist—we build the windmills that will allow us to compete. Compete or die will be our new goal. For the good of our factory. For the good of the town, for the good of China—”

			“But it’ll be the end! We’ll lose all our achievements. Everything!” Wang Min, sticking to his Marxist guns, broke in. “No way can we cave to rotten American capitalism!”

			“He’s right! I stand with Wang Min!” yelled another protestor. “Selling out China to foreign devils is treason!

			Liang could not give up now. To additional cries of Treason! Treason! he held on fast, trying to control his temper—

			“Attention, all of you! Listen carefully! Especially you, Comrade Wang. My heart still sings: From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs. But today,” Liang Dacheng called out, his voice rising, “but today, the time has come for a new phase of our socialist revolution. If we once had to erase the bourgeois dogs in our midst, today it is our duty to raise the triple banner of flexibility, pragmatism, and reform.”

			“It’s a sellout, that’s what it is,” Wang Ming thundered with undisguised rage. “You’re selling out to our enemies! Giving in to those turtle eggs!” And the entire crowd, revived, shouted out in one beat: Turtle eggs! Turtle eggs! Say no to the turtle eggs!

			The pivotal moment had arrived. It was now or never. Liang Dacheng, his shirt soaked through with sweat from the heat and the strain, his cowlick more rebellious than ever, tried once more.

			“Yes. I agree the Americans are sons of bitches. Imperialist dogs. But hear this: We are not selling out. We are not giving in. Never. Collect your thoughts calmly, all of you. Consider the advantages. In this deal with the Americans you get to keep your jobs. I get to keep my job. With a new injection of capital, we’ll be able to get the up-to-date technology and know-how we need to compete in the world. Our town will thrive. You will thrive. Remember the words of Comrade Deng Xiaoping: Poverty is not socialism! Like it or not, for the good of our factory, for the good of China, we need those foreign devils! But here’s the thing….” He paused dramatically. “We are all patriots, right?”

			Right! the crowd roared in agreement.

			“So, join me in beating the turtle eggs at their own game. Help me, my comrades! Help make China strong and respected. Help make socialism strong and respected. We’ll learn, adapt, and rise to the top of the world. Be part of our second revolution! Be part of history in the making!”

			A timely tear appeared in his eye—and it was not a fake tear. It was quite genuine. Liang Dacheng was moved by his own words. He accepted that times were changing. But he had been a true believer once, and the tear was shed not least in mourning for the passing of the ideals of his youth.

			“We are all loyal citizens here! We are all loyal to government directives! The government knows best how to lead us to success and victory!”

			With tears now flowing freely down his plump, shiny cheek, Liang Dacheng began singing in a cracked voice, “The East is Red…. Come. Join me in saluting our country.”

			The demonstrators, who had in turn been angry and defiant, confused and frightened, were now ready to bathe in the warmth of national solidarity, the ultimate balm. Moved by Liang Dacheng’s singing, the collective was tamed and the multi-headed beast deconstructed back into a throng of worried individuals. They all joined in, singing along with their leader.

			Afterwards, the demonstrators dispersed quietly.

			For the first time that day, Liang Dacheng breathed easy. He had successfully defused the bomb. Through his arguments, communism and capitalism were, for the moment at least, reconciled.
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			The cooking smells wafting down the stairwell reminded Liang that he was ravenous. He threw down his bike in the hallway and tore up the two flights of stairs to his apartment.

			Li Li was standing in the kitchen doorway, a dishcloth in her hand. Only a couple of years younger than Liang Dacheng, she had been very pretty once, with small, delicately drawn features. She bore her years well, her tall figure still slim and her short, bobbed hair still raven black.

			She did not look pleased at the sight of her husband.

			“Where on earth have you been?” she demanded in a shrill, plaintive voice.

			“Before I tell you anything I need something to drink, food, and a nap. And in that order.”

			Li Li obediently set the table in their little kitchen and put down a bowl of beef noodle soup that Liang Dacheng gobbled up in a flash and washed down with three cups of hot water. Despite her prodding, he refused to say anything.

			It was only when Liang Dacheng had emerged from the bedroom after his nap that he finally declared, “Well, Li Li. Tell me you’re proud of me. I’ve just saved us from disaster. I think we’ll make it.”

			Li Li’s tired features lit up. She smiled coyly. “Good for you, Dacheng. Good for you! So I gather it’s safe for me to show it to you now.”

			“Show me what?”

			Li Li disappeared into their bedroom. Liang Dacheng heard the creaking of the old closet door and the rustling of paper. A few minutes later, Li Li, her eyes sparkling, entered the small living room wearing a bright purple dress.

			“The color looks really good on me, don’t you think?” She twirled coquettishly a couple of times.

			The purple hue struck Liang Dacheng as somewhat loud and forward—a tad too triumphant, not to say expensive.

			“You’re incorrigible, Li Li. The money isn’t in our pockets yet.”

			Li Li frowned with displeasure. “But you know damned well I’ve nothing to wear to the banquet.”

			“I know, I know,” Liang said. “But it’s too early to go shopping. People will talk.”

			“Bah. You’re just an old worrier. Our lives are finally going to improve. What’s to stop us now?” she bubbled enthusiastically. “Can you imagine? Our daughter will be guaranteed the education she deserves. We’ll have a new house, a car for you, an eyelift for me—I’ll be beautiful again, Dacheng. And we’ll go on a real vacation. Oh, Dacheng—there are so many places we haven’t seen!”

			“Stop! Li Li! Stop right there. Please. Don’t get so carried away.”

			“Carried away? How dare you! I followed you to this godforsaken place more than thirty years ago and have been holed up in it ever since! It’s you who carried me away.”

			True. Liang Dacheng had aggressively courted his princess, the well-educated daughter of a doctor. For him, their courtship had always smacked of a fairy tale—because he had nothing to offer her except his degree and a future riddled with uncertainty. As a result, he always carried within himself a pang of remorse for having snatched her away from a life of relative comfort in Shanghai. Not only had he put some two thousand kilometers between her and her family, he had subjected her to decades of hardship and want. He had even deprived her of Wu Shunjun, the young man she had loved like the son they never had.

			“Just stop fantasizing, that’s all,” he said softly. “We’re not out of the woods yet. We mustn’t spend one yuan before I close the deal.”

			Li Li was in no mood for conciliation.

			“You’re so small, Chi,” she sneered. “Forever tiptoeing around the drops so as not to get your feet wet. My brother says that the Americans get rich because they take risks. But you, oh no.” Her thin lips curled with disdain.

			As always, the mention of his brother-in-law felt to Liang Dacheng like a poison dart. Beyond reach in a fabulous America, he was also beyond reproach: the measure of all success, of all that was good in his wife’s eyes, while he, her husband, never failed to fall short.

			But if he could tame a mob of angry protestors, couldn’t he tame his own wife? So Liang Dacheng tried again: “If word came out that I paid bribes we could be in very hot water.”

			“Bribes? So what? Everybody does that. My brother once said—”

			“Hang your brother!” Liang snapped. “I don’t give a fig what he does or doesn’t say! He should’ve been sent away for re-education years ago! How dare you mention risk to me? To me!” He was almost shouting, hurt by the unfairness of it all. Hadn’t he sunk their meager life savings into bribing the provincial deputy to get approval for the deal? Hadn’t his first thought been for Li Li, who he knew hated their life in this town?

			“I broke the law for you! I am party secretary. Factory director. I’ve betrayed the state!”

			“So what? What has the state ever done for you? Haven’t you given it your entire life? And mine?” she whipped back. “Come on, we’re just taking back a bit of what is owed to you, of what is rightly yours.”

			They were standing opposite each other in the living room, glowering at each other like two wrestlers in a ring.

			Liang rarely quarreled with his wife. Their lives had been entwined for so long that he often felt that the innermost recesses of his mind were connected by some secret passage to hers. But on this occasion, he had to keep the door to the passage firmly shut. He would endanger her if he revealed what had really happened: What he had done went far beyond a mere greasing of the system. If his true transgression were found out, the penalty would be unbearably severe. He was not only risking his own life but possibly Li Li’s as well.

			A shudder of apprehension coursed through Liang’s body. It was too late now. What he had set in motion couldn’t be stopped. The truth was, he wouldn’t have minded for them to continue as they were: He was used to the tattered beige sofa in their spartan living room, to the bleakness of the neon lighting that matched the bleakness of their lives—he had no dreams of expensive clothes or fancy vacations. And yet, all those years of loyalty to the factory and to the party with so little to show for it, yielding no more than a take-home pay of a measly $200 a month. If they could manage for the present, there was the future to contend with. How could they retire—expensive vacations or no—on that? Besides, the guilt he felt towards his wife kept churning in his gut. He still loved her companionship, still remembered his youthful passion for her beauty that drudgery—not just time—had stolen from her.

			Turning away abruptly, he strode over to their dingy sofa and sat down. He sat very still, his head bowed, his chin sunken onto his chest, his pulse racing. Up to this very moment, swept up by the momentum of events, he had stifled any thought of wrongdoing. And his wife had egged him on the whole way. Go ahead, do it, just do it, do whatever it takes to sell the factory, to get our hands on some—and she had used that tainted capitalist word: money. “From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs.” But who was to say, let alone dictate, what those needs were?

			Life was just too hard, he complained to himself, sighing, overcome by a surge of self-pity. Li Li was right—the system had exploited him. He had climbed to the top of this particular ant heap by dint of tenacity and hard work. He was a prize-winning manager—an engineer to boot—and his superiors had bought his services at a bargain-basement price. His own brother-in-law, that worthless prick, had somehow wrangled his way to America on a student exchange program and had stayed there, making, at some shit job, twenty times as much as he did as the star manager of Liaoning Province.

			From the depth of his self-absorption, he hardly noticed Li Li going out of the room and returning, having changed back into a pair of well-worn blue trousers and a T-shirt. He hardly noticed when she knelt meekly before him on the bare concrete tiled floor. But then the touch of her hands on his trousered knees reminded him of some long-forgotten desires.

			Liang Dacheng lifted his head and looked at his wife. Ever so gently, he gathered her hands between his own, and began tenderly kissing, one by one, the tip of each chapped and callused finger, each broken fingernail.

			“Do you remember, Dacheng?” Li Li whispered. “Do you remember how smooth and ivory white the skin of my hands was?”

			He remembered. The hands of a princess, soft, without blemish, with cuticles in the shape of perfect half-moons.

			All at once, he calmed down. He beckoned to her to sit down beside him, patting the hard cushion at his side. And when she sidled up to him, he pulled her to him, hugging her tightly.

			Beautiful hands were more important than fancy clothes.

			“You must hurry and get yourself a manicure before the Americans arrive,” he said. “That much we can afford,” he added, not without a tinge of bitterness.
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			Back in his office, there was a letter waiting for him on his desk, his name neatly spelled out on the front of the envelope. Puzzled, Liang Dacheng flipped it over. No return name or address.

			Impatiently, Liang ripped open the letter. He quickly scanned the few lines scribbled down the sheet of paper.

			“Shi Chi,” he bellowed. “Who delivered this?”

			Shi Chi shrugged his shoulders. “No idea. Found it on the floor near the door.”

			“I have to go out. I’ll be back soon. Don’t tell anyone I’m gone,” he barked.
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			It was the perfect hiding place. The bed of the river ran lower here, in a gully-like depression between two steep slopes, so that it could not be seen from the main road. A field of tall sorghum that grew to within a few feet of the bank provided additional protection from prying eyes.

			The bike Liang Dacheng had pedaled furiously for more than half an hour to this secluded spot was leaning against a nearby rock, and he was pacing back and forth impatiently, lighting one cigarette after another, waiting.

			It was unbearably hot. The noontime sun in the inverted bowl of pale blue above beat down on his bare head like a hammer, the odor of rotting vegetation and sour mud strong in his nostrils. And it was silent: a pastoral silence, disturbed only by the steady chirping of crickets and the swift coursing of the river’s waters.

			Liang Dacheng swatted away an iridescent dragonfly that alighted on his bare arm and glanced impatiently at his watch.

			He took the letter out of his pocket and with sweaty fingers smoothed out the creases, trying once more to figure out who had sent it.

			It had been written by a local. Only a local would have asked to meet him at this old, abandoned fishing dock, a favorite rendezvous for young couples in search of privacy, that scarcest of commodities.

			He wiped away the beads of sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand and tugged pensively at his right earlobe.

			Far away, on a distant hillock to his right, he thought he could see a colorful blob moving against the horizon. But it was getting smaller and smaller, moving away, not toward him.

			A sudden rustling in the growth behind him made him jump. But no, it was only a bird. Having freed itself from the tangle of stalks in the field, it soared upward into the sky.

			The waiting was agony.

			He glanced at the letter yet again, as if by examining the words one more time he could penetrate their underlying message.

			The words were transparent enough: I know all about your treason.

			Liang checked the hands of his watch, which showed that half an hour had elapsed. Whoever it was, his nemesis was late.

			He scanned the horizon. Still nothing.

			It was hard to think clearly in the debilitating heat. But suddenly a name broke through to the surface of his consciousness. Wang Min! His overladen mind had forgotten Wang Min. Of course! It could only be him! The pieces of the puzzle tumbled rapidly into place one after the other. Wang Min regarded the sale of the factory as an act of treason against socialism. The demonstration had failed to stop the sale. Wang Min was out to sabotage the meeting with the Americans. By luring him out here, Wang was free to stir up trouble in his absence. Ergo, no one was meant to show up. No one was going to show up. Mystery solved. Liang exhaled at length with pleasurable relief. He would wait just a little while longer and—

			“Congratulations!”

			Startled, Liang Dacheng swung round to face the figure that emerged theatrically from the dense cover of the sorghum field. The figure paused for a moment, chewing on a stalk with studied nonchalance, hovering a couple of meters above Liang Dacheng before scrambling down the steep slope to the river’s bank.

			“You!” exclaimed Liang Dacheng.

			It was the boyish Wu Shunjun, his former protégé, the one he and his wife had welcomed into their family like a son. But also the disgraced offender. He was the very last person he had expected to see.

			“What on earth are you doing here?”

			“As I said. Congratulations,” Shunjun repeated, slowly clapping his hands. “So, you pulled it off. Well done! You’ll be a rich man.” Turning his head to one side, he spat out the stalk of sorghum.

			Liang Dacheng still had a soft spot for Shunjun. When Shunjun arrived at the factory from the orphanage, Liang took him under his wing, mentored and promoted him. And Li Li would have him over for Chinese New Year and other holiday meals as though he were a member of the family. Then, not a year ago, disaster struck. Shunjun was caught red-handed, embezzling the factory’s funds.

			It was a terrible stain on the factory’s sterling reputation and reflected badly on Liang’s stewardship. Though Liang Dacheng—despite Li Li’s entreaties—expelled him from the factory forthwith, he hadn’t had the heart to prosecute him. Even now, his fatherly feelings got the better of him.

			“Where have you been all this time? Have you any idea how upset Aunt Li Li was when you left without bothering to say good-bye? She was worried sick something bad might have happened to you.”

			The young man paid no heed. He rocked slowly back and forth on his heels, with a smile that revealed his crooked teeth, gazing insolently at Liang Dacheng.

			Liang could hardly recognize his golden boy. “Answer me! Where have you been?”

			“What is it to you?” said Wu Shunjun flatly, shrugging his shoulders. “But if you must know, I’ve been around and about, and doing a lot of thinking.”

			Liang Dacheng responded, upset at Shunjun’s unflappability, “Oh, really? I’ll tell you what’s it to me. I am a very busy man and I don’t have time for your little games.”

			“You can’t fool me, Liang Dacheng. As I said, congratulations. You’ve made it. But you can’t play the high and mighty with me anymore.”

			His presumption was boundless. Taking a quick look at his watch again, Liang Dacheng interrupted angrily, “I see I’ve been too good to you, you ingrate,” his narrow eyes hardening into little black bullets. “So out with it! What the hell do you want from me?”

			“Fifty thousand dollars or I’ll spill the beans,” was Shunjun’s cool reply.

			Stunned, Liang Dacheng took a step back, almost losing his footing on the muddy ground. He stared at Shunjun in disbelief.

			“I know what you did,” said Shunjun quietly.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Liang Dacheng countered, more distraught than he let on. He knew very well what he had done.

			Shunjun took a step closer.

			“What did the Americans pay to buy you, huh? To sell out your country, Liang Dacheng? Undervaluing the factory for your own gain—clever, I’ll give you that,” Shunjun went on, goading him, stepping ever closer to his erstwhile benefactor, his mocking grin unchanged.

			“How dare you!” Liang Dacheng retorted, incensed. “Wipe that sneer off your face! I’m still Secretary Liang to you.”

			Liang Dacheng had not reached the top for lack of iron nerve. But he was now genuinely scared for the first time in his life. Fear rose from the depths of his belly like nausea. The American CEO—the one with the unpronounceable name of Ryan Forrester—had indeed offered, in exchange for lowering the price of the factory even further, to pour $250,000 into an offshore account on top of the agreed-upon 5 percent commission in stocks. Liang had conducted the last round of negotiation personally, and in utmost secrecy. Had taken all the necessary precautions to keep the details under wraps. Or so he thought.

			Somehow Shunjun had sniffed out the truth.

			“I read about the sale in the Shenyang Daily. They said the factory was going for five million dollars. Well, I know that the land alone is worth much more. By my own calculations it is worth double that….”

			“Mere conjecture! You’ve no proof!” Liang Dacheng shot back.

			“Maybe. But then, maybe not. I’ve compiled an inventory of all the assets of the factory, you see. My estimate of their value comes to around ten million dollars. One word from me, as the former chief accountant of the factory—”

			“A position you held upon my own recommendation, don’t forget—”

			“One word from me,” Shunjun repeated, unruffled, “to the Liaoning committee secretary should be quite enough, don’t you think? The mere whiff of wrongdoing would bring the whole deal crashing down. And you along with it.”

			Despite the heat feeling like burning fire, Liang shivered. He knew he was trapped. Shunjun was right. Would his future inquisitors believe his claims that Ryan Forrester had threatened to take his business elsewhere if he did not comply? That to save the factory and the workers he had had no choice but to accept the American’s bribe?

			Damn, damn, damn! He was in touching distance of his prize. He couldn’t possibly allow this turtle egg to spoil everything. Turning his back on Shunjun, Liang stomped up the steps to the jetty. He needed a moment to gather his thoughts. With every passing second, with every whirr of an insect in the air, with every burble of the river’s waters, his heart drummed more wildly in his chest. He just had to figure a way out of this mess.

			But Shunjun wouldn’t let go. Liang could hear his footfalls on the wooden planks following him, his voice calling after him,

			“Come on now, Secretary Liang. Give me the money, and I promise I’ll never bother you again.”

			Liang Dacheng swung around.

			“And what are the promises of a double traitor worth? How can I count on you not to hound me for more?”

			“You needn’t worry about it. You’ll never see me again. I know I’m branded in this town. I’m getting out of here. For good.”

			Liang Dacheng ran his fingers through his hair, the stubborn tuft refusing to be tamed.

			“Come on,” said Shunjun. “There’s no other way out, Secretary Liang. Neither for me nor for you.”

			Looking down at the dark water through the gaps in the half-rotten boards of the jetty’s platform beneath his feet. Liang thought hard. If he gave in to Shunjun, there was no telling if he would actually keep his word. But his plan did make sense. And if he did keep his promise to disappear…

			“Please, Secretary,” said Shunjun, pleading now. “I don’t want to report you. Honestly, I don’t. If I destroy you, I destroy myself. Come on, you must see the reasonableness of my demand.”

			“To be rewarded for your treachery?”

			“Hypocrite. Are you the only one entitled to money and a new life? The only difference between us is that I got caught and you’re getting away with it.”

			Liang Dacheng’s face darkened, flushing deep red under his tan from the heat and his mounting rage.

			“How dare you, you ungrateful turtle egg! Shame on you! After all I’ve done for you. And Li Li…” He almost choked on the enormity of Shunjun’s betrayal. “She loved you.”

			He couldn’t control his temper anymore. Exploding at last, Liang Dacheng lashed out with his fist. With all the weight of his heavy body, he landed a resounding punch on Shunjun’s jaw.

			Shunjun reeled. Slipping on a slimy spot on the worn floorboards of the dock, he almost lost his balance.

			But Liang Dacheng was on the rampage. “Do you want another go? I don’t have patience for the likes of you!”

			And he landed another blow, which sent Shunjun’s thin frame tumbling backward, his arms flailing. He fell right over the edge of the pier into the river with a splash.

			Liang Dacheng, left standing on the jetty, looked down at him. He burst out laughing, his temper subsiding. “Serves you right! That should cool you down a bit,” he shouted at him.

			The water was deep. Shunjun was thrashing about wildly, trying, unsuccessfully, to grasp one of the wooden posts supporting the jetty, his eyes full of terror—

			“Secretary, help!” he called out.

			Liang Dacheng had already unbuckled his belt to pull him out.

			“Comrade, I can’t swim!” Shunjun called out desperately again between gasps for air.

			For a moment Liang Dacheng examined his conscience, squinting at the empty river, the empty horizon.

			They used to go fishing together, over there, upstream.

			The big smile on Shunjun’s face when he caught his first fish ever. A warm, merry, and sunny smile.

			Li Li would be heartbroken. But the town had too much to lose. They all had too much to lose. He couldn’t risk the only chance to save the town. Not for Shunjun. Not for anyone. He looked at his watch. The Americans would be arriving very soon now. He should not make Ryan Forrester wait.

			Turning his back to the river, blinking away the sting of tears in his eyes, Liang Dacheng strode resolutely toward his bicycle.
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			When Liang Dacheng marched into his office, Shi Chi was waiting for him.

			“Good news, Secretary Liang. We just had a phone call from Beijing. The Americans have boarded the train to Shenyang. They’ll be here in a couple of hours. It seems that everything is on schedule.”

			After emerging from the shower, Liang Dacheng spent the next hour practicing the CEO’s name. “Ryan,” he repeated to himself over and over, trying his best not to pronounce it as “Lion.”
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			Liang Dacheng had been unable to fall asleep. After tossing and turning for a couple of hours, he had slipped out of the house in the wee hours of the night to walk about the deserted streets of the town, hoping some mild exercise would quell the nagging of his troubled conscience.

			He should have been pleased and relieved by the day’s turn of events. After all, his careful preparations had borne fruit. The banquet had gone without a hitch and the small spectacle the high school students staged was well received. At the signing ceremony, Ryan Forrester’s handshake had been firm, and the deputy governor of the province of Liaoning had signed the contract for the sale of the factory at the agreed-upon price without a flicker of hesitation.

			Even that nasty business with Wu Shunjun seemed resolved. The chief of police had informed him later on that evening that a couple of fishermen had pulled his body out of the river, and the verdict was that the poor man had taken his own life. Li Li cried bitterly when she heard the news, which was unfortunate, but time and their newfound money would soon help her overcome her loss.

			Yet sleep escaped him, the memory of his grandmother Nai-Nai’s admonitions, about hell’s eternal hounding by those seeking justice, giving him no peace.
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			Was it a ghost?

			Liang Dacheng’s body quaked. Drops of cold sweat dripped into his eyes. In the shadows of the darkened factory buildings, he could make out the blurred silhouette of a slender male figure with dark hair leaning against one of the brick walls.

			Shunjun?

			Though his heart pounded, Liang took a brave but tentative step forward. He would confront the apparition. As he had always done toward the living, he would do now in face of the dead.

			Incredibly, the thing was moving toward him! Liang froze in his tracks as he saw it detaching itself from the wall.

			“Hello there! Imagine finding you here so late at night!” the figure emerging from the shadows pronounced cheerily.

			It was Ryan Forrester, very much alive.

			The relief Liang felt left him momentarily speechless. And then finding his tongue, he uttered, stupidly, “Ni hao ma,” as if an exchange of greetings at this abnormal hour were the most normal thing in the world.

			Ryan looked back at the placid mask of Liang’s face, and replied, in halting Mandarin, “I couldn’t sleep, either.”

			If Liang was startled by Ryan’s knowledge of the language, which he had kept well-hidden until now, he showed no sign of it.

			“The excitement, you know,” Ryan continued, glancing up, ecstatic, at the factory walls. “It isn’t every day that I buy a factory. It’s my first, in fact.”

			“What are you going to do with it?”

			“Everything. Big things,” Ryan replied, throwing his arms up in the air. “Things that are going to change the world.”

			He reached for the pack of cigarettes in his pocket. “Smoke?”

			Liang shook his head. Ryan Forrester was crazy, he thought. How could an old, decrepit factory full of rusting machinery change the world, even if he did pour millions into it?

			Besides, he didn’t believe the world could change. Not anymore. Not after having spent the better part of his life fighting for communism, for a dream that had led to nothing but misery and deprivation. He was done with grand schemes and ambitions. The only concerns that preoccupied him in defeat were the more mundane and modest aims of bettering his lot and that of his town.

			“I see a great future here in China, my friend,” Ryan went on, this time in English. “With our know-how and your labor, the future glows bright.”

			Ryan flicked the ash off his cigarette. “I like this town. You will be seeing a lot of me from now on.”

			“What about your wife and children?” said Liang.

			“I’m divorced,” Ryan answered rather curtly. “No wife, no kids.”

			So, a lonely man, thought Liang.

			“You’re still young. You can find another wife,” Liang countered.

			“Not that young,” Ryan laughed. “Just turned thirty-eight. And no. Being married once was plenty enough for me. Now I have all the time in the world to focus on my work. Sorry, our work. We are going to do great things together. It’s a promise.”

			And with that, Ryan strode away, waving his hand in a lighthearted gesture of farewell, leaving Liang alone in the darkness, staring down at the glowing end of the unfinished cigarette that Ryan had thrown casually onto the ground.
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