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  Another Life for Women

  by Su Tong

  Translated by Kyle David Anderson


  The old Jian pickling yard is gone. The workshop that used to be out back was turned into a typical residence courtyard, now overgrown with weeds and climbing vines. Light-coloured blouses dry on a clothesline. The only thing recalling the store's past are five or six ochre-colored pickling jars piled on top of one another, some sitting alone broken in a corner. They've filled with rancid water and dead leaves and branches. A doorway marks off the courtyard from the Pickling Shop lobby, drawing a stark boundary between the Jian sisters' ascetic solitude and the commotion of the outside world.

  They still sell soy sauce in the Pickling Shop. And they still use tricycles to deliver products from the fermenting factory, color distinguishing quality. They carry vegetable oil, salt, rice vinegar, liquor, and all kinds of pickled vegetables too. The lobby is soaked in the thick smell of pickled products. The three female employees running the shop have a long history of selling soy sauce. Their hair, fingers, and skin are drenched in its scent. But they've grown used to it.

  Afternoons in the shop are always lonely and dull. The ceiling begins to creak above the womens' heads, the sound of the Jian sisters walking back and forth cleaning their apartment. They're always very quiet and careful, but the three employees can tell exactly what they're up to, especially Gu Yaxian. She knows precisely when they're visiting the toilet and can even tell when a needle's dropped from an embroidery hoop to the floor. But the employees hardly ever see them. The Jian women pass in and out of a side entrance that's abnormally short and narrow, a doorway designed especially for petite women. A grown man would need to hunch over to pass through it, but that has never occurred.

  * * *

  Everyone on Chinese Toon Street knows that the sisters, Jian Xiaozhen and Jian Shaofen, are still unwed. They've been living alone for years above the Pickling Shop. A fermented rice salesman is the only one who regularly sees them. He knows how much they like his food. Every time he comes down the street, he shakes his bamboo rattle in front of the Pickling Shop and waits for the sisters' pale faces to flash by the window. The same white, blurry hand always lowers a basket down by rope with a small blue ceramic bowl attached, a single coin resting inside.

  Sometimes the weather is fair, other times it's overcast. And then there's the plum rain or spring monsoon when the heavy storms come in. Flies breeding on garbage piled up in the street corners doggedly trail the scent of salted fish and pickled things. They buzz straight into the Pickling Shop. The employees always use the afternoon hours to relax and chase down the annoying insects with fly-swatters. A few dead bugs always make their way into some pickling jars. The women slide their bare hands into the brine to scoop them out. It's against the health regulations clearly posted on the wall, but it's not illegal if you don't get caught, as they like to say. At any rate, customers never care about whether or not their soy sauce is germ-free.

  Su Meixian is the most experienced of the three female employees. She's been manning the L-shaped, white wooden counter since she was seventeen. She looks at the weather-beaten sign with the name Hengfu Jiang hanging above the shop. Cracked and drooping, it nearly hits the head of the old leather cobbler working on the street. Occasionally, Su Meixian flaunts her seniority, complaining to Gu Yaxian and Hang Suyu that the soy sauce and pickled vegetables they're now selling would never have made it over the counter of the old Hengfu Pickling Shop. Gu Yaxian and Hang Suyu don't pay her much attention. Her observations seem a bit random.

  "Who cares, anyway?" Gu Yaxian responds. "It's not like you're the only one eating it. No one else ever seems to complain."

  "That's right. If you don't like it, don't eat it! At least you'll save a trip bringing a bottle back in," Hang Suyu chimes in, drawing unwanted attention to Su Meixian's bad habit of stealing soy sauce.

  Embarrassed, Su Meixian falls silent. She grabs a fly-swatter and snaps it on the counter, pretending to swear at a fly.

  "So, you've come to take a shit in my shop, huh? You think you're so pure!"

  The relationships between the women are tenuous and volatile. To say the least, they don't get along. Su Meixian and Hang Suyu are the only ones that ever blow up at each other, always rushing over to gain Gu Yaxian's support. She mostly sides with Hang Suyu, but there are the occasional exceptions. Su Meixian is mostly insufferable, but Gu Yaxian doesn't want to offend her, since her needlework is some of the best in town, and Gu Yaxian sometimes asks her for children's clothes or cloth shoes.

  The Pickling Shop's manager is a man called Sun Hanzhou. He's mainly in charge of the candy store on the west side of town, but he also supervises the three women. Every Sunday, he comes to the Pickling Shop to run the counter. He isn't a very strict boss, and he likes to flirt a bit with Gu Yaxian. In the past, a few customers witnessed something hilarious happen between them. They caught Gu Yaxian chasing Sun Hanzhou around the shop, trying desperately to yank down his shorts. Sun Hanzhou was racing around a yellow wine barrel and soy sauce vat grabbing at his clothes, flashing patches of white skin. He screamed and laughed trying to cover himself up. It was an innocent romp. Su Meixian and Hang Suyu observed the whole thing quietly from the sidelines. Naturally, news of the incident spread through the entire community. A group of gossips clutched Su Meixian as she hurried across the street, prodding her for more information. She stopped and coyly smiled, pretending to protect some dirty secret.

  "My lips are sealed!" she whispered.

  One of the more persistent woman invited Su Meixian into her home. She didn't turn her down. Su Meixian sat down with her artificial leather bag, cracking sunflower seeds and digging into the juicy details of the event. Ultimately, there was nothing going on between the two. But Su Meixian strategically cut off her story at a key point, leaving everyone dying to hear what happened next. She knotted her purse straps, stood up and walked out.

  "I've got to get home and make dinner. No more time for chit-chat today."

  "So who was with Sun Hanzhou?" they gasped, following her to the door.

  "Think about it. There's only three women in our shop. You figure out who it was," she said walking away. "It couldn't have been me. I'm as old as a pruned pickle."

  The women of Chinese Toon Street came to their own conclusions. That's how the rumor of Hang Suyu and Sun Hanzhou's love affair began.

  A few days later, Hang Suyu's husband, Old Song, came rushing into the shop brandishing a large kitchen knife. He bounded straight up to Sun Hanzhou. The three women rushed to hold him back. The supervisor went white as a ghost, holding up two oily palms, pleading his innocence.

  "What's going on? Why in the world are you trying to kill me?"

  Old Song grabbed a block of fermented rose curd and hurled it at Su Hanzhou's face.

  "If I don't kill you first, the police are going to. You've been abusing your authority with these women," he howled. "We'll see if you ever touch my wife again!"

  Sun Hanzhou laughed bitterly, wiping the curd off his face. He looked over at Hang Suyu,

  "Hang Suyu, have I ever touched you? Say something! When have we ever messed around?"

  Hang Suyu's eyes filled with angry tears. She yanked the butcher knife from her husband's hand and frantically paced around the counter. She stopped next to Su Meixian and swore into her ear, fiercely jamming the knife into the white countertop.

  "Everybody listen up! Anyone who dares spread a rumor about me again will feel this knife slice through her tongue and rammed up her c*nt!"

  The situation had blown up, but it ended just as abruptly. There was no need to clarify the matter any further. Chinese Toon Street isn't all that refined a place. Whenever Gu Yaxian would bring the matter up again, should we adopt a rather magnanimous tone.

  "They only ever pinched each other," she whispered to Su Meixian. "We don't need to make a big deal out of it. Compared to those whores in the meatpacking factory, our Pickling Shop is a hall of sparkling virgins."

  Sun Hanzhou left Chinese Toon Street and became the manager of a coal shop in the north. Everyone knew about the reason for the transfer. He didn't ever try to hide it. In fact, he always insisted on bringing it up.

  "It's impossible to work with women! You have no idea when your head's about to be chopped off!"

  He swore he'd never hire another female worker again. Strangely enough, his coal shop ended up with an entire assembly line of women. And the same scandals resurfaced. But that's another story. The Pickling Shop still had its three women behind the counter, and Gu Yaxian picked up the empty seat left by their transferred supervisor.

  After ladling out some soy sauce to a customer one day, Gu Yaxian began to snicker. Hang Suyu asked her what was so funny.

  "I was thinking about that pitiful bastard Sun Hanzhou. How many managers have we gone through, anyway?" Hang Suyu just rolled her eyes, keeping her mouth shut.

  Su Meixian counted on her fingers.

  "Since we incorporated with the government, there have been sixteen in all. I remember exactly."

  Gu Yaxian held back a smile.

  "It's weird how men don't last very long around here."

  She scanned the others' faces at the counter, then stared up at the paper tiles checkered across the ceiling. They could hear the soft footsteps of the Jian sisters.

  "There's probably too much estrogen in this shop. Maybe men shouldn't come around here anymore."

  * * *

  Rain was sprinkling outside the window, framing a saturated, grey panorama of Chinese Toon Street. Jian Shaofen watched as a wedding car draped in red silk bumped along the muddy road. People ducked under umbrellas. She stood up, searching for the young bride to-be in the rain. But her car must have already gone by. All she saw was a soaking-wet group of children chasing after the wedding car.

  "What are looking at?" Jian Shaozhen asked.

  "A marriage."

  A wedding car piled with six quilts rolled by, all of pure silk and satin. Jian Shaofen listened to the intermittent popping of firecrackers on the east side of the street.

  "It's probably that family next to the schoolhouse. The one with the five boys. But, getting married on such a rainy day... It's hardly auspicious."

  Jian Shaozhen's hand tapped the embroidery hoop.

  "Shut the window," she huffed impatiently.

  Jian Shaofen immediately stood up and closed the window. The light in the room was suddenly dimmed and the pitter-patter of raindrops muffled. Jian Shaofen sat back down next to her embroidery hoop and began picking apart a colorful ball of knotted threads. She looked at her sister's pale, puffy face, a residue of anger still clinging to it.

  "Turn on the light! I can't see the color of my thread when it's so dark. You know how the sound of raindrops bothers me."

  Jian Shaofen tugged on the lamp string beside her. The faint light cast a classic, angular silhouette of the large room. Bulky, red wooden furniture hugged the four walls. A clock ticked on the rim of the vanity. A yellowed photo of the former Jian owners hung on the northern wall. A red, intricately carved bed frame lay beneath the picture. The moment the light came on, Jian Shaofen saw a mouse scurry out from underneath the bed and dash into a corner.

  The sisters' monotonous, dreary life dragged on like this day after day, year after year. Jian Shaofen turned forty-six. She remembered that her sister was eight years older than her, making her fifty-four. Sometimes, Jian Shaofen would quietly stare at her sister's bent, thin back and suddenly experience the terror of growing old. When Jian Shaofen had discovered she was going through menopause, she sat on the toilet and cried for an entire afternoon. The event foreshadowed the loss of her privilege, a signal of female decline. She thought she was psychologically prepared for it, but she was unable to control the violence of her sorrow. Through a stream of pitiful tears, she looked up at her sister standing near the curtains, staring down at her.

  "What are you scared of? I'm still here," Jian Shaozhen stoically asked. "What are you scared of? I'm right here."

  Jian Shaofen remembered how her sister used to console her when she was younger. She remembered snuggling up to her in bed, especially after their parents' accident. They were inseparable during that long series of sorrowful nights. Their closeness continued until Jian Shaofen turned sixteen.

  One night, she dreamt a huge stone was weighing down on her chest. She gasped for air and woke up, sweating profusely, only to see that the stone was her sister's hand pressing down between her breasts. She flung her arm away. Her newly formed breasts were sore. She looked around surprised and embarrassed, vowing never to sleep with her sister again. She remembered moving her blanket to a smaller bed, but the darkness and nightmares only increased her terror. She was sixteen, but still couldn't sleep alone. After a few days, she returned to her sister's big red bed. They made a compromise: from now on, she would sleep on the inside of the bed and her sister would sleep on the outside, each wrapped in their own blanket.

  "Whatever you want," Jian Shaozhen bitterly consented.

  Jian Shaofen was aware of how much her sister had spoiled her, especially when they were younger. They'd kept the same sleeping arrangement ever since.

  Jian Shaofen remembered how relatives and neighbors would often come to visit them. They'd mostly come by to talk about marriage. At first, they'd only propose matches for Jian Shaozhen. Her sister would always refuse for all sorts of reasons, the most important being her little sister:

  "I don't want to get married to anyone. What is Jian Shaofen going to do if I get married? She'll never leave me."

  Sometimes they'd bring up suitors willing to move into the Jian sister's home, but she would still shake her head,

  "We don't want any outsiders coming in here."

  When the guests had finally left, Jian Shaofen would watch as her sister smashed dishes in the kitchen.

  "Don't think those people want what's best for us!," Jian Shaozhen would warn her. "They're only after our inheritance. I don't plan on ever getting married in this lifetime. Why should I give my clean, white body over to those smelly, old men?"

  In time, Jian Shaofen grew into a beautiful flower herself. Every time she would go to the factory to deliver an order of embroidery, she would feel the looks of the Chinese Toon men burning into her back. She tried looking down and scurrying shyly under the eaves, but she could still feel their eyes on her. She was frightened and confused, but also secretly surprised. She wasn't used to feeling so self-conscious.

  Carrying a bag full of embroidery strips along Chinese Toon Street, her face turned from white to dark red. She felt like a nervous deer passing by a wharf, the sun casting a spotlight over her body. Her skin would shine with a snowy gloss, like thin, fragile wax paper. The youngest daughter of the Jian pickling family left everyone with an impression of fragile beauty. Soon, all the marriage proposals coming to their door were for Jian Shaofen. Visitors patiently attempted to persuade Jian Shaozhen to marry off her little sister. Jian Shaofen would hide in her room, fingers jammed in her ears, unstopping them at times to overhear their conversations, slightly nervous to catch some substantive criticism.

  "Are you ever going to get married or what?" Jian Shaozhen interrogated her younger sister.

  Her expression was serious, her words carefully chosen.

  "If you want to get married, I won't stop you. I can get a decent dowry together."

  "No," she answered shaking her head. "I'm scared. I don't want to get married. Besides, there's no good match for me anyway. It's best to not get married at all."

  Jian Shaozhen stared at her intently and sighed.

  "None of them like our family, anyway. They'll only be satisfied when they've completely torn us apart. Don't be fooled by their friendly faces and grand promises. They're all liars... I don't believe anything they say. Show me something, and then maybe I'll believe it."

  "I don't believe them either. I only trust you."

  Jian Shaofen always relied on her older sister. Their close relationship became the anchor of of their isolated life. Their peculiar lifestyle gradually wore out time and rumors flowing through Chinese Toon Street, until their youthful beauty faded and the sound of visitors' footsteps on the broken stairway finally ceased.

  One stormy morning, the Jian sisters opened up their western-facing window. They rarely used it and had sealed it shut with some oil fabric. Jian Shaofen wiped off the dust and fluffy mold from the window sill. She suddenly caught a glimpse of the peach tree in the courtyard covered in fruit. Two plump, yellow peaches with a red hue bobbed near the window just within reach. It was a surprising scene; the tree had never bore fruit before.

  "Come over here and look! There are two peaches!"

  She turned and saw her sister already standing in front of the window wearing a bothered expression. Jian Shaozhen stared at the peach tree for a while, then snatched a pair of scissors, pushed them out the window and snipped the peaches from their branch. The fruit fell down, plopping into the mouth of an old pickling basin filled with water--ploosh! The sound echoed hollow.
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