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  Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 1
As Xu Yan prepared for her yoga class, she received an unexpected call from Qiao Lin. Surprised to hear that Qiao Lin was in Beijing, Xu Yan suggested meeting in the evening. After a moment of silence, Qiao Lin asked pleadingly, “Where are you now? Can I come to see you?”

It had been two years since they last met when their grandmother passed away. Xu Yan had returned to Tai’an briefly, taking some childhood mementos with her. As she was leaving, Qiao Lin asked, “Are you planning never to come back?” Xu Yan replied, “You can visit me in Beijing.” Qiao Lin then inquired, “Can I call you when I’m feeling down?” “Of course,” Xu Yan had assured her. Qiao Lin often called late at night, sometimes crying for long periods. However, she hadn’t called in the past five months.

Darkness had fallen as they sat in the car. The interior light illuminated Qiao Lin’s profile, revealing bruises on her cheekbone and the corner of her mouth. Xu Yan asked what she wanted to eat. Turning to face Xu Yan with a smile, Qiao Lin replied, “Something spicy would be nice. I can’t taste much.” She sat up straight, pulling the seatbelt away from her belly, and asked, “Can I not wear this? It’s uncomfortable.” “Keep it on,” Xu Yan insisted. “I’m still new to driving, and this car is borrowed.” Qiao Lin leaned forward slightly and said, “Drive faster then. Take me for a spin.”

The road was congested. After inching forward a few hundred meters, they stopped at an intersection. Xu Yan turned and asked, “When are Mom and Dad leaving?” “Early tomorrow morning,” Qiao Lin answered. “What did you tell them?” Xu Yan pressed. “I said I was meeting high school friends. They didn’t pay much attention,” Qiao Lin explained. Xu Yan advised, “If they ask about me, tell them I’m away on a business trip.” Qiao Lin nodded, “I know, I know.”

As they entered the underground parking lot of a shopping mall, Xu Yan applied the handbrake and announced their arrival. Qiao Lin, leaning back in her seat, murmured, “I don’t want to move. This seat even has a heater. It’s so comfortable.” She closed her eyes, seeming to drift off. Xu Yan gently shook her. Qiao Lin took Xu Yan’s hand and placed it on her belly, whispering, “Baby, this is your Aunt Xu Yan. Say hello.”

In the darkness, a smile spread across her face. Xu Yan felt something move beneath her palm, like a gentle wave lapping against her hand. She withdrew her hand and said to Qiao Lin, “Let’s go.”

Xu Yan crouched, clutching her stomach. Under the blazing sun, legs moved around her, leaping over hurdles. “Jump! Jump now!” someone shouted at her. Mustering all her strength, she stood up. The hurdle loomed before her, drawing closer. Someone grabbed her… She realized she was in the car, Qiao Lin’s voice floating above her, “Driver, please hurry.” Feeling reassured, she closed her eyes.

Xu Yan had forgotten she once shared the surname Qiao. She had used it for fifteen years.

When applying for her ID card, she had changed to her grandmother’s surname. Her grandmother had said, “I might die next year. If you need to go back to your parents, you can change it back to Qiao then.” For as long as Xu Yan could remember, her grandmother had always talked about dying soon, yet she lived on for many more years, until Xu Yan finished university in Beijing.

When Xu Yan was born, everyone who heard her cries was terrified. It should have been silent, with no need for washing. She was supposed to be placed in a small urn and buried in the hills outside town. Her father had already chosen the spot, some distance from the family graves, as the spirits of dead infants were believed to bring bad luck.

Seven months into the pregnancy, they had induced labor for her mother. The procedure involved injecting a toxic substance through the amniotic fluid into the fetus’s brain. But perhaps the doctor had missed or used too little because she was born alive and crying louder than all the other babies in the hospital combined. Her grandmother claimed she had found Xu Yan by following the cries. The operating room was empty, with Xu Yan left on the table. Maybe they still hoped the poison would take effect, sparing them from administering another injection to the fontanelle.

Her grandmother had paid the nurse some money and taken her away, wrapped in a blanket. It was a clear early summer night, the sky full of stars. Her grandmother ran to another hospital, watching as doctors placed Xu Yan in an incubator. “Stop crying now. You sleep a while, and I’ll sleep a while too, okay?” her grandmother had said, spending that first night on a chair outside the intensive care unit.

Xu Yan ordered a split hot pot, turning the spicy side towards Qiao Lin. Qiao Lin only ate a few mushrooms. Her chin looked more swollen now, and the bruise at the corner of her mouth had turned purple.

“How did the fight start?” Xu Yan asked. Qiao Lin explained, “Dad was shouting in the family planning office building. When security tried to remove him, they got into a scuffle. Someone pushed me, and I hit the door.” Xu Yan sighed, “What’s the point of coming to Beijing?” Qiao Lin replied, “I just wanted to see you.” Xu Yan pressed, “What about them? Why didn’t you try to stop them?” Qiao Lin said, “Coming to Beijing helps improve their mood.

At home, they fight all the time. Dad nearly set the house on fire last time. Also, there’s a lawyer named Wang who’s interested in our case. He mentioned contacting the ‘Legal Focus’ program to see if they’d do an interview.” Xu Yan retorted, “Haven’t there been enough interviews already? What good has it done?” Qiao Lin said, “That show has a big influence. Several cases like ours were resolved after being featured.” Xu Yan asked, “Will you be interviewed too? Aren’t you embarrassed to appear with your big belly?” Qiao Lin lowered her eyes, silently dropping pieces of lamb into the boiling broth.

After a while, Qiao Lin asked quietly, “Do you know anyone at the TV station who could put in a good word for us?” Xu Yan replied, “I barely know everyone in our channel. The station’s cutting staff; I might be unemployed tomorrow.” She looked at Qiao Lin, “Mom and Dad sent you, didn’t they?” Qiao Lin shook her head, “I just wanted to see you.”

Xu Yan remained silent. Over Qiao Lin’s shoulder, she saw the nightmare that had pursued her for many years. Petitioning, seeking justice. Her father’s eyes, dry as pinned insect specimens, and her mother’s voice, had grown increasingly shrill. Of course, Xu Yan had no right to resent them, as she was their nightmare.

Her father, Qiao Jianbin, had been a middle school teacher before being fired for having an extra child. He felt wronged; his wife Wang Yazhen had become pregnant accidentally after getting an IUD. She had rheumatic heart disease, and several hospitals refused to perform the abortion, passing her along until she was seven months along before the central hospital finally accepted her. They appealed to the Family Planning Commission, hoping to reinstate Qiao Jianbin’s job. The commission stated that as long as the child survived, the fact of an extra birth stood. The child did live, but they hadn’t chosen for her to live. The couple began petitioning, seeking out various people, and giving many gifts, but in the end, didn’t even receive any compensation.

Qiao Jianbin’s mental state deteriorated. When drunk, he would smash things and hurt himself, requiring constant supervision. Though he clamored about returning to work, it was clear to everyone that he was a broken man. Wang Yazhen’s parents were both traditional Chinese medicine practitioners, and she knew some medicine herself. She rented a storefront and opened a clinic. It was a low two-story building; she saw patients downstairs while the family lived upstairs, allowing her to keep an eye on Qiao Jianbin. Qiao Lin grew up in that house.

Xu Yan always lived with her grandmother. In her heart, Qiao Lin and her parents were a complete family, while she was the extra. Whenever Qiao Jianbin saw her, a mournful look would appear in his eyes. She had cost him his job, and not just his job – she had ruined everything for him. Wang Yazhen’s expression was no better, always full of resentment. Besides supporting the family, she had to endure her mother-in-law’s difficult behavior. Her mother-in-law believed that if Wang Yazhen didn’t have heart disease, she could have had a successful abortion, and things wouldn’t have turned out this way.

Every time she visited, she would argue with Wang Yazhen. After she left, Wang Yazhen would argue with Qiao Jianbin. Everyone in this family resented each other. No one resented Qiao Lin. Her existence was reasonable and proper, and she was always trying to resolve conflicts between the others. Her most frequent tasks in those years were mediating arguments and comforting people.

She would praise Xu Yan’s intelligence and good behavior to their parents while telling Xu Yan how much their parents missed her. She always hoped Xu Yan would move back home. But in junior high, Xu Yan had a big fight with Qiao Jianbin and never set foot in the house again.

Xu Yan would ride her Phoenix bicycle past the stone path in front of the clinic. Qiao Lin would lean out of the second-floor window, waving to her. “Pedal faster, you’ll be late,” Qiao Lin would say with a smile. Xu Yan was in junior high while Qiao Lin was in high school. Since the high school was closer to home, Qiao Lin always waited until she saw Xu Yan before leaving. Sometimes, she would wait at the door to give Xu Yan a washed apple.

Xu Yan’s phone rang. It was Shen Haoming, inviting her to join him and some friends for dinner later. Xu Yan hung up. The hot pot in front of them was boiling, with lamb slices tumbling in the red soup. Oil splattered onto Qiao Lin’s hand, but she seemed unaware, focused on arranging the mushrooms on her plate, moving them from one side to the other, and lining them up carefully. She adjusted their positions patiently, ensuring they didn’t overlap.

Then she put down her chopsticks and smiled that empty smile again, asking, “Was that your boyfriend?” Xu Yan nodded. Qiao Lin continued, “You never told me about him. You never tell me anything, you’ve been like that since we were little. What does he do?” Xu Yan replied, “He’s a white-collar worker at a company.” Qiao Lin asked, “Is he good to you?” Xu Yan said, “He’s alright. Are you going to eat or not?” Qiao Lin mused, “It must be nice to have someone you care about, right?”

Outside the restaurant was a busy shopping mall. Several high school girls crowded around an ice cream counter. Xu Yan asked, “Do you want some?” Qiao Lin touched her belly as if seeking an opinion. She leaned over the ice cream case, examining each flavor. “Is raspberry a fruit?” she asked. “Which do you think I should get, raspberry or nut?” “Let’s get both,” Xu Yan said. “I don’t want a paper cup. I want a cone,” Qiao Lin told the girl behind the counter with a smile.

It was a September morning, Xu Yan’s first day of high school. Qiao Lin stood at the school gate, holding an umbrella. Seeing Xu Yan, she walked over smiling, “Why didn’t you put up your raincoat hood? Your hair is all wet.” She reached out and brushed Xu Yan’s forehead, saying, “It’s great that we’re in the same school now. We’ll see each other every day. Don’t leave after school. I’ll take you for ice cream, taro flavor.”

Passing a children’s clothing store, Qiao Lin slowed down. Xu Yan followed her gaze to a sparkling window display featuring a white dress. It was made of shimmering taffeta, with many embroidered blue and pink flowers on the chest, inlaid with pearls, and fine ruffles at the hem. Qiao Lin pressed her face against the glass, saying, “Little girls’ clothes are so pretty.” Xu Yan asked, “Do you hope it’s a boy or a girl?” “A boy, I guess,” Qiao Lin said. “If it’s a boy, maybe Lin Tao’s family will change their mind.” Xu Yan asked, “Has he contacted you since?” Qiao Lin shook her head.

The car left the underground parking lot. The commercial street was brightly lit, with red Christmas stockings and colorful gift boxes hanging in shop windows. The trees along the street were wrapped with ice-blue string lights. A male celebrity smiled from an advertising light box, showing dazzlingly white teeth. Qiao Lin pointed at him and asked, “Do you think he looks like Yu Yiming?” Xu Yan asked, “Did you contact him this time?” Qiao Lin said, “I don’t have his phone number anymore.” After a moment of silence, Xu Yan said, “We’re almost there. I booked a hotel room for you, not far from my place.” Qiao Lin nodded, clutching the seatbelt across her belly.

Yu Yiming came over and sat across from her and Qiao Lin. His shirt was open over his T-shirt, bringing in the scent of rain. The air was damp, and it was getting dark outside. Yu Yiming wiped the water from his face and smiled at them. He had a handsome dimple on his chin.

Reaching the hotel entrance, Qiao Lin suddenly refused to get out of the car. She curled up carefully, as if afraid of dirtying the interior. Xu Yan asked, “What’s wrong?” Qiao Lin said in a tiny voice, “Please don’t let me sleep alone in the hotel. I want to sleep with you…” She looked up with reddened eyes and pleaded, “Please?”

The car returned to the main road. Qiao Lin remained curled up, occasionally glancing at Xu Yan. She asked softly, “Can we cancel the hotel room? Will they charge a fee?” Xu Yan said, “I just thought staying at a hotel would be comfortable. They even serve breakfast.” Qiao Lin said, “I know, I know. I’m sorry.”

The car windows were fogging up. Qiao Lin wiped them with her hand, gazing at the neon lights outside and softly reading the words on the billboards. As the car entered an elevated road, darkness fell around them. She leaned back in her seat, patting her belly, and said, “Little one, will you come visit your aunt in Beijing someday?” Xu Yan remained silent, staring ahead. The windshield was also foggy, with only a short stretch of road illuminated by the headlights, pale and dim.

Qiao Lin stared at Yu Yiming and said, “Your haircut looks terrible.” Yu Yiming replied, “I know you cut hair well, but I couldn’t go two months without a haircut back home.” Qiao Lin put her arm around Xu Yan and said, “Here, let me introduce you. This is my sister, my real sister.” Yu Yiming said to Qiao Lin, “Let’s go, it’s time for evening self-study.” Qiao Lin said, “You go ahead. I’ll sit with my sister for a while. I haven’t seen her in ages.” Yu Yiming said, “We haven’t seen each other in a long time either.

You said you’d visit me in Jinan but never did.” Qiao Lin smiled, “Next summer vacation, I’ll go with my sister.” After Yu Yiming left, Xu Yan said, “Please don’t tell people I’m your sister. Do you have to let everyone know about the extra birth?” Qiao Lin lowered her eyes and said, “I understand.” Xu Yan asked, “Are you two dating?” Qiao Lin said no. Xu Yan said, “Don’t lie to me.” Qiao Lin insisted, “Really, he came to Tai’an as an exchange student. He left after the college entrance exam.” Xu Yan said, “You could leave too.”

Qiao Lin smiled slightly but said nothing.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 2
As Xu Yan found an empty parking spot and stopped the car, another vehicle pulled up in front of them. A man wearing black-framed glasses got out and said, “It’s you again. You’ve parked in my spot again.” Xu Yan recognized him as her neighbor across the hall, whose surname she thought was Tang. Once, his package had been delivered to her apartment—a box of mini Lego toys. When she brought it over that evening, his eyes were red. She had glimpsed his TV playing “Comrades: Almost a Love Story,” with Maggie Cheung sitting in Leon Lai’s backseat.

Xu Yan apologized, “I didn’t know this spot was yours. There’s no sign.” As she was about to move the car, the man waved his hand and said, “Never mind, I’ll move mine instead.” He got into his car and started the engine.

Qiao Lin smiled and said, “He must have seen that I’m pregnant. Nowadays, I never have to queue anywhere. People give up their seats on the bus. When the baby’s born, I might not be used to it anymore.”

Xu Yan opened the apartment door. She hadn’t planned on bringing Qiao Lin home. The apartment was spacious and luxuriously decorated. Even someone unfamiliar with Beijing would likely guess that the rent was beyond most people’s means. But Qiao Lin showed no surprise and did not comment. She stood in the middle of the living room, head lowered and eyes narrowed as if adjusting to the bright light from the crystal chandelier overhead.

After a while, she came to her senses and asked Xu Yan, “What time does your show air?” Xu Yan replied, “It’s already over. Nothing worth watching.” Qiao Lin asked, “Do people recognize you on the street and ask for autographs?” Xu Yan said, “It’s just a cooking show. Who remembers what the host looks like?”

She found a new bathrobe and led Qiao Lin to the bathroom. Qiao Lin pointed at the huge round bathtub and asked, “Can I try it?” Xu Yan said, “Pregnant women shouldn’t take baths.” Qiao Lin sighed, “Oh well, I wanted to soak for a bit.” She raised her arms to take off her sweater, revealing half her face as she smiled and asked, “Could you copy your show onto a DVD for me to take back? Don’t worry, I won’t tell Mom and Dad. I’ll watch it secretly.”

Under Qiao Lin’s sweater was a dark blue undershirt, stretched tight over her protruding belly. It was unbelievably round. Her transformed body, that curve expanded by life, held a mysterious beauty. Xu Yan felt a twinge in her heart.

The phone rang. Shen Haoming urged her to come quickly. Seeing that Xu Yan was about to leave, fear flashed in Qiao Lin’s eyes. Xu Yan assured her she’d be back soon, then grabbed her coat and left.

Xu Yan opened her eyes to find herself in a hospital room. The walls were white, the table was white, and the vase on the table was white. Qiao Lin sat by the bed, gazing at her with a sorrowful look. Xu Yan sat up and asked Qiao Lin, “Tell me, what’s wrong with me?” Qiao Lin lowered her eyes and said, “You have a tumor in your uterus. You need surgery.” Uterus? Xu Yan placed her hand on her stomach, wondering where this organ was—she had never felt its presence. Qiao Lin continued, “You’re only 17. You shouldn’t have this illness. The doctor said it’s a hormone issue, possibly related to the poison they injected you with at birth.”

…The doctor stood by the bed, saying, “The surgery went well, but the tumor might grow back. In the future, you might consider removing the uterus after having children. But getting pregnant will be difficult.” He didn’t say it was impossible, but Xu Yan knew that’s what he meant.

After the doctor left, the room fell silent. Xu Yan stared out the window at a crooked tree, its side branches sawed off. Qiao Lin said, “I know nothing I say will help, but I don’t want to have children in the future. I don’t know why, but the thought terrifies me.”

When Xu Yan arrived at the restaurant, Shen Haoming was already a bit drunk, discussing car options with two friends. Last month, he had driven his expensively modified Jeep Wrangler to Beidaihe, only for the axle to break halfway. Though it was repaired now, he said he could no longer trust it.

They had a self-driving tour group that always traveled together, over a dozen cars in an impressive convoy. Xu Yan had joined them once on a trip to Inner Mongolia. Every night, everyone got drunk and left piles of colorful trash on the grasslands. One night, Xu Yan and Shen Haoming stayed sober, sitting on a hillside talking all night. That’s how they met. Xu Yan didn’t know anyone well; another girl had invited her, perhaps just to fill an empty seat. By the fifth day, Xu Yan was riding in Shen Haoming’s car. They talked non-stop and eventually got separated from the group. Using only the smoked ham and a few candles from the trunk, they spent an unforgettable night on the grasslands.

On the day they returned to Beijing, Xu Yan felt a bit down. Shen Haoming drove her home, and as she watched his car drive away, she thought he might never contact her again. She knew he came from a wealthy family, surrounded by beautiful girls, and had only been with her due to the loneliness of travel. Perhaps from exhaustion, she developed a fever the next day. Lying in bed, she felt like a fuse about to burn out, nearly setting the sheets on fire. She felt an intense, unrealistic longing. “Help me,” she said to the ceiling in the darkness. She always said this when she felt particularly unwell.

In the evening, she received a text from Shen Haoming, asking if she wanted to have dinner together. She shakily got out of bed, applied some makeup, and went out. It wasn’t a dinner for two; many of Shen Haoming’s friends were there. Feverish and confused, she still smiled and sat next to him. The gathering lasted until midnight. On the way back, her body kept shaking. Shen Haoming felt her forehead and chided her for not saying anything earlier, then turned the car towards the hospital. In the hallway outside the emergency room, he held her hand and said, “You make my heart ache.” She smiled and said, “Everyone was happy. It was a happy evening, wasn’t it?”

That summer, Shen Haoming often took her to parties. These parties were held in large houses in the suburbs, always with girls in short skirts accompanied by their foreign boyfriends. By the end of summer, she was certain she had become Shen Haoming’s girlfriend. By then, she had learned to curl her hair and had acquired several short skirts. In late September, sitting at a roadside barbecue stand with some old friends, she realized she might never see them again. In her eight years in Beijing, she had constantly been meeting new friends and entering new circles. That feeling of constantly rising and evolving brought her some satisfaction.

“Do you want to go to Moscow?” Shen Haoming turned to look at her. “Let’s drive to Moscow in the spring, shall we?” “Sure,” Xu Yan said. She thought of the stars over the wilderness and those nights when drinking made her feel a little freer.

As the dinner party ended, Xu Yan drove Shen Haoming back to his parents’ house. Initially, he had planned to live with her when they rented the apartment. But later, finding it too far from work, he mostly stayed at his parents’ place. There, several maids attended to him, and the food was to his liking. His parents also didn’t want him to move out, as if that would mean accepting his relationship with Xu Yan.

“Is your cousin settled in?” Shen Haoming suddenly asked. “My mom wants you to come for dinner tomorrow. Bring her along.” Xu Yan replied, “No need, she has her plans.” Shen Haoming said, “I’m free from the law firm the day after tomorrow. I can accompany you to show her around, and do some shopping.” Xu Yan agreed.

It was already 1 AM when she got home. Qiao Lin was still awake, watching TV in bed. She seemed to have been crying but wiped her face and smiled at Xu Yan, saying, “Have you seen this show? They swap a city kid with a rural kid, letting them live in each other’s homes for a few days. The rural child saved all the money the city ‘parents’ gave for breakfast, wanting to buy a new crutch for his grandmother back home.” Xu Yan said, “It’s all fake, arranged by the production team.” Qiao Lin protested, “How could it be? That rural child cried so heartbrokenly.”

Xu Yan changed into her pajamas and sat on the bed, asking, “Why are you having insomnia? Aren’t pregnant women supposed to sleep a lot?” Qiao Lin replied, “I lie awake until dawn every day. Everything I see has a double image as if the souls of things have escaped.” Xu Yan asked if she had seen a doctor. Qiao Lin answered, “They say it’s due to mental stress, but they won’t prescribe sedatives.”

After a moment of silence, Xu Yan asked, “Do you regret keeping the baby?” Qiao Lin smiled, “How could I? I’ve already bought clothes, all white so they’ll work for either gender.”

Six months ago, Qiao Lin had called to say she was pregnant. The father, Lin Tao, was two years younger than her. They worked as sales clerks in the same mall. His parents had always warned him not to date Qiao Lin, saying getting involved with her parents would ruin his life. When he learned of the pregnancy, he panicked and went into hiding. Qiao Lin went to his home, where his mother gave her some money to have an abortion. Qiao Lin’s parents insisted she keep the baby and caused a scene at Lin’s house and at the mall where Qiao Lin worked. Qiao Lin quit her job and told her parents, “If you make any more trouble, I’ll kill myself in front of you.”

During that time, Qiao Lin often called Xu Yan, asking, “Why is my life always full of disputes?”

One October morning, two girls stopped Xu Yan at the school gate, saying, “Aren’t you Qiao Lin’s little sidekick? You’d better stay away from that vixen if you don’t want to get tainted.” Xu Yan wasn’t surprised. She had noticed that Qiao Lin was very popular at school, with many boys pursuing her and many others gossiping about her.

After school, she met up with Qiao Lin but didn’t mention the incident. At the main gate, those two girls appeared again. With lowered heads and gloomy faces, they said, “We spoke wrongly. We’re sorry. Please don’t take it to heart.” Qiao Lin frowned and said nothing.

They went to the ice cream shop again. Yu Yiming soon arrived. Qiao Lin glared at him, “You have quite a network of informants.” Yu Yiming asked, “What’s wrong?” Qiao Lin said, “Don’t play dumb. You sent Wang Bin to intimidate Li Jingjing?” Yu Yiming replied, “They were too arrogant. We had to teach them a lesson.” Qiao Lin retorted, “If you consider Wang Bin a friend, don’t make him do such things. He already has two disciplinary records. One more and he’ll be expelled.” Yu Yiming said, “I won’t allow them to slander you like that.” Qiao Lin smiled slightly, “I don’t care at all.”

Xu Yan said to Qiao Lin, “If I were you, I’d probably have an abortion.” Qiao Lin looked horrified, “How could I? It’s a life.” Xu Yan replied, “There are many wrong lives in this world. They’ll only suffer if born.” Qiao Lin said, “Stop it. I absolutely can’t do that.”

Xu Yan knew clearly that Qiao Lin couldn’t do it because of her parents. They had initially opposed family planning, then evolved to opposing abortion altogether. Especially Wang Yazhen, who had become a crusader for the cause. She often stood outside hospitals, intercepting women going for abortions, telling stories of vengeful spirits, and intimidating doctors and nurses, urging them to put down their scalpels and seek redemption in temples.

A few women who heeded their words and gave birth sent photos of their one-month-old babies, which Wang Yazhen enlarged and carried around to promote her cause. She loved to tell her own story: “My younger daughter, they forced me to abort her, injected me with hormones and poison. I have a heart condition and nearly died on the operating table.

But didn’t the child still survive healthily? You have no such difficulties now, what reason do you have not to keep the child?” She would surely hold up Qiao Lin as a model of single motherhood in the future. As for how Qiao Lin would raise the child, she gave it no thought. Qiao Lin had been supporting the family for years and now had lost her job.

Their misfortunes would ultimately become capital for her parents’ petitioning. Just like Xu Yan’s uterine tumor, which they broadcast everywhere, all to claim more compensation. The anger in Xu Yan’s heart, like a dormant volcano, ignited again. So perhaps it wasn’t entirely for Qiao Lin, but more to rebel against her parent’s will, to strike a heavy blow at them—she called Qiao Lin again. Qiao Lin seemed pleasantly surprised, saying, “You’ve never called me before.” Xu Yan said, “You should reconsider. Keeping this child might ruin your life.” Qiao Lin replied, “But it’s alive, moving inside me. It’s truly amazing, a feeling you can’t understand…” Xu Yan laughed coldly, “Indeed, I can’t understand that feeling. I won’t interfere in your affairs anymore.”

Qiao Lin didn’t call again. Occasionally, Xu Yan would mentally calculate the months, wondering how long until the child was born.

Qiao Lin sat in the stadium stands, biting a popsicle, her mouth stained with bright coloring. Xu Yan approached and said, “What’s the use of hiding here?” Qiao Lin remained silent. Xu Yan asked, “Do you enjoy watching boys fight over you? If you don’t want to date them, why are you nice to them, letting them fawn all over you?” Qiao Lin said, “Maybe I’m afraid of being lonely.” She looked up, grinning with orange-stained lips, “Do you hate girls like me?”

Xu Yan lay down on the bed and turned off the lamp. But the darkness wasn’t complete; a trembling light seeped through a gap in the curtains. As she debated whether to eliminate that sliver of light, Qiao Lin’s hand reached through the barrier of blankets between them and found hers. She said, “Do you remember when Grandma was sick and I brought you home? We squeezed into my little bed.” Xu Yan replied, “That was when we were very young. After starting junior high, I never went back.”

Qiao Lin gripped her hand tightly and said, “I know I said the wrong thing last time. I’ve wanted to call you, but I was afraid you’d try to persuade me to have an abortion again…” Xu Yan said, “Admit it, you regret it now.” Qiao Lin denied it, “No, I’ve come to terms with it. Whatever I give this child, whether it’s a lot or a little, it will follow its destiny.

You suffered a lot as a child, but aren’t you doing well now?” Xu Yan asked, “What about you? What destiny are you following? Why do you insist on carrying such a heavy burden?” Qiao Lin laughed softly in the darkness, “I like to show off, always feeling like things can’t go on without me. But what use am I?” She squeezed Xu Yan’s palm and continued, “I’ve long given up hope on the petitioning. I’m just trying to spite Lin Tao. He once said if my family got justice and stopped causing trouble, he’d marry me. But how could that be possible? He’s probably got a new girlfriend by now.”

Xu Yan turned over and closed her eyes. She felt Qiao Lin’s labored breathing, like a ship about to sink. An obvious fact that she had long ignored was that her sister was living a terrible life, and it might never get better. What could she do to help?

She could. Shen Haoming was a lawyer himself, enthusiastic and willing to help friends. His father had many government connections.

She couldn’t. She couldn’t even bring herself to speak up. From the beginning, she had concealed her family situation, saying her father had left and her mother had died, and that she was raised by her grandmother. This wasn’t lying, she told herself, just self-preservation. Who could accept parents who constantly caused trouble and were always being expelled and hauled away by security? However, since she had always referred to Qiao Lin as her cousin—perhaps she could ask them to help this cousin. But there were risks. Her parents had mentioned their younger daughter’s name in interviews, saying she now lived in Beijing. If those materials were uncovered, her identity would be exposed.

Xu Yan managed to sleep for a few hours, waking as dawn approached. She felt Qiao Lin’s breath near her ear, the warm air flowing onto her face. She opened her eyes to find Qiao Lin gazing at her in the early light. For a moment, she couldn’t recall when in the past Qiao Lin had looked at her like this, with those big round eyes, as if understanding something important she needed to tell her. But she didn’t speak.

“Do you see me with a double image too?” Xu Yan asked.

Qiao Lin replied, “No, I see you very clearly.”

Yu Yiming stood at the door of her classroom. He said Qiao Lin hadn’t come to class for three days. Xu Yan said, “My dad broke his leg. She has to take care of him.” Yu Yiming said, “Whenever something happens with your parents, she can’t come to class. Exams are coming up. This can’t go on. Take me to see her.”

It was snowing outside, and the roads were icy. They pushed their bicycles forward. The wind was strong, snow falling chaotically, and the sky was like a wasp’s nest. Yu Yiming’s hair had grown long again. His face was pale, with a handsome dimple on his chin. With a serious expression, he said, “Help me persuade Qiao Lin to study hard and come to Beijing with me for university.” Xu Yan said, “She doesn’t want to leave.” Yu Yiming said, “She has no future here.” Xu Yan asked, “What’s Beijing like?” Yu Yiming replied, “The roads in Beijing are very wide, there are shops everywhere, and many cafes. Study hard, and you can come join us in two years.” Xu Yan asked, “Me?” Yu Yiming said, “Yes, we’ll wait for you in Beijing.”

Xu Yan stared at him blankly. The white breath from his mouth rose in the air, then dissipated.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 3
The next day, Xu Yan finished recording her show at five in the afternoon and rushed to buy desserts. The bakery, recently featured in several fashion magazines, had come from Paris. She always agonized over what gift to bring to Shen Haoming’s house.

Delicate cupcakes lined the glass display case, adorned with sugar-crafted high heels and flower wreaths, resembling luxurious jewels. The prices were, of course, exorbitant, but she decided to buy four. Just then, Qiao Lin called, asking when she’d be back. Xu Yan replied, “There’s a takeout menu on the fridge. Why don’t you order something to eat?” Qiao Lin said, “I’m not hungry. How do I unlock your door? I can’t breathe in here and want to go for a walk.” Xu Yan gave her the door code. Qiao Lin repeated it and asked, “If I forget later, can I call you again?”

After hanging up, Xu Yan scanned the display case once more. Her gaze landed on a cupcake with a dancing figurine. The little figure stood on one foot, arms raised, as if ready to leap off the ground. “I’ll take this one,” she told the girl behind the counter.

Xu Yan heard Qiao Lin calling her name from behind. She caught up and handed Xu Yan a cloth bag, saying, “I borrowed the dress for you. The neckline’s a bit big, but you can fix it with a couple of pins.” Xu Yan said, “I don’t want to host anymore.” Qiao Lin replied, “If you don’t host, I won’t dance either. We’ll both skip the party.” Xu Yan asked, “Why go to such lengths to help me?” Qiao Lin smiled, “Big Qiao, Little Qiao – we should shine together.” By then, many at school knew they were sisters and called them Big Qiao and Little Qiao.

The housekeeper opened the door, offering to take Xu Yan’s things. Xu Yan, cradling the cake box, said, “I’ll take it to the living room myself.” Three women sat drinking champagne on the living room sofa. A short-haired woman smiled at her, telling the others, “Haoming likes these tall, slim girls.” The woman wearing a shawl added, “All young men prefer this body type nowadays.”

An eight or nine-year-old boy ran out – Shen Haoming’s younger brother, Shen Haochen. He was leading a short-legged dachshund wearing a blue down vest with a hood that kept falling over its face when it ran. Shen Haochen brought the dog to the sofa, introducing it: “This is Bailey. He has a bit of a cold.” The woman with thin, arched eyebrows asked, “What about your previous dog?” Shen Haochen replied, “We gave it away. Mom got tired of it always rummaging through the trash.”

The short-haired woman said, “But your mom adored it at first.” The boy shrugged, “My mom is a very unpredictable woman.” The three women laughed. The woman with the shawl said, “Haochen, come here and let Auntie give you a hug.” The boy reluctantly took two steps forward, turning his head away. “Auntie, I have a cold too.” The woman stroked the back of his head, saying, “You’ve grown so big. You’ll be tall in no time.” The woman with thin eyebrows set down her champagne glass and said, “Do you regret it now? We all told you to go with Yu Lan back then. You could have had twins.”

“Who’s talking about me? I heard that,” a short, plump woman entered, wearing a dark blue silk qipao with a white lotus at the waist. It was Shen Haoming’s mother, Yu Lan. “Your son,” the short-haired woman said. “He says you’re an unpredictable woman.” Yu Lan laughed, telling the boy, “Darling, didn’t you say yesterday that you knew what I was going to say before I even opened my mouth?” The boy replied, “I know what you’re going to say, but I don’t know what you’re thinking.” The thin-eyebrowed woman remarked, “Your son is quite the philosopher.”

The boy looked up at Yu Lan and asked, “Can I have Sister Xu Yan play with me?” Yu Lan agreed. She walked over to Xu Yan with a smile, saying, “I didn’t even see you come in.” Xu Yan smiled back, “I brought some desserts for after dinner.” “Wonderful,” Yu Lan said, “Then I won’t have to ask Old Li to buy any.” Xu Yan quickly calculated in her head: four cupcakes, not eating one herself, would be just enough for the four women to have one each.

She followed Shen Haochen to the backyard, where there were several rock formations and a pavilion, with a small frozen pond in front. Shen Haochen asked, “Do you think Bailey could skate on this?” Xu Yan replied, “No, he’d fall through. Let’s do something else. I can help you with your Lego.” Shen Haochen shook his head, “I want to stay with Bailey. He’s too lonely.” Xu Yan said, “He has a cold and needs rest.” Shen Haochen complained, “It’s all my mom’s fault. She insists on him sleeping in the greenhouse.” Xu Yan asked, “Why not let him in the house?” Shen Haochen explained, “Mom says we don’t know his temperament yet and need to observe him for a while. When Sister Huihui first came, she wouldn’t let her eat with us either, saying her breath smelled and she might have stomach problems.”

Xu Yan learned a lot about their family through this boy. When Shen Haoming first started dating her, Yu Lan had tried to set him up with a bank manager’s daughter. They might have even met, but she never asked Shen Haoming about it. There would probably be lawyers’ daughters and doctors’ daughters in the future. She wasn’t the ideal daughter-in-law, though they hadn’t openly opposed their relationship. Once, Shen Haochen said, “Mom says it doesn’t matter what girl my brother brings home.

Dating isn’t serious anyway.” Xu Yan believed Shen Haochen wasn’t stupid enough to not know he shouldn’t tell her these things; he was doing it on purpose to upset her. He would also tell the housekeeper Xiao Hui what his mother said about her, then stand outside her door to listen to her cry in secret. Xu Yan didn’t understand this hobby. In Shen Haoming’s words, his brother was a child with a dark heart.

There was an eighteen-year age gap between them. When Shen Haochen was still sucking on a pacifier, Shen Haoming was already wearing bow ties and attending charity events with their father. He didn’t have much affection for his brother and initially even forgot to mention him to Xu Yan. Later, when he casually mentioned him, Xu Yan asked in surprise, “Why? Why what?” Shen Haoming asked. Xu Yan said, “Why could they have two children?” Shen Haoming replied, “Oh, my parents became Canadian citizens. They could have done it without citizenship, just paying a fine.”

Shen Haoming came out, telling Xu Yan, “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” He gave Shen Haochen a couple of light slaps on the bottom, saying, “Stop bothering people. Can’t you play by yourself for a while?” Shen Haochen pleaded, “Can we go out for ice cream later?” Shen Haoming ignored him and led Xu Yan away.

Shen Haoming’s father, Shen Jinsong, was sitting with several male guests on sofas in the side hall. Shen Haoming brought Xu Yan over and introduced her to two guests she hadn’t met before. His father said, “Haoming, get a cigar for your Uncle Li.” As they left the room, Shen Haoming grumbled, “How dare he show his face here.” “Who are you talking about?” Xu Yan asked. Shen Haoming said, “The guy in the baseball cap.

He cheated all his friends in business deals. Nobody associates with him anymore.” As Shen Haoming was about to return to the side hall, Xu Yan held him back, saying, “Smile a bit.” Shen Haoming frowned, “What for?” Xu Yan said, “Your anger is written all over your face. It’s not good for the other guests to see.” Shen Haoming forced a smile. Xu Yan returned one and said, “Go on in. I’ll see if your mother needs any help.”

Xu Yan returned to the main living room to find two more female guests had arrived. There wouldn’t be enough cupcakes now, and she anxiously eyed the white box on the table. “Dinner’s ready,” Yu Lan told her. “Let’s go sit down.”

This family dinner was a Shen family tradition, occurring once or twice every week. The guests were familiar with each other, so there was no sense of restraint. Xu Yan glanced around and whispered to Shen Haoming, “Is Uncle Gao not coming?” Shen Haoming replied, “He has a meeting. He’ll come later.” The woman wearing a shawl asked, “Where’s Haochen?” Yu Lan said, “We let him eat with the nanny. That child chatters so much, adults can’t have a proper conversation.”

The man wearing a baseball cap sat next to the woman, maintaining silence. Whenever the plate of peanuts came his way, he would pick one up. “Is your antique shop still open?” the woman next to him asked. “No,” he answered, pausing for a few seconds before adding, “But I’m planning to reopen it.” The woman inquired, “Still in the same place?” “Ah, yes,” he said. A male guest chuckled, “Are you sure? That area has new buildings now. The rent has increased four or five times.” Everyone turned to look at the man in the baseball cap, and the room fell silent for a moment. Xu Yan felt she shared more of the awkwardness than others. She understood the man in the baseball cap; he must be eager for success, just a bit unlucky.

Halfway through the meal, Uncle Gao arrived. Xu Yan wasn’t clear about Uncle Gao’s exact role in the government, only knowing that he held significant power and had helped many people resolve issues. The man in the baseball cap suddenly perked up, constantly watching Uncle Gao and listening to his conversations with others. When they laughed, he laughed along.

After dinner, everyone moved to the side hall for tea. Shen Jinsong and Uncle Gao went to another room, with the man in the baseball cap following them. Shen Haoming told Xu Yan, “He must have something to ask Uncle Gao for help with.” Xu Yan asked, “Will he help?” Shen Haoming replied, “I don’t know. Shall we go watch a movie?” Xu Yan said, “Your mother won’t be happy if we leave early.” Shen Haoming retorted, “Who cares about her?” Xu Yan smiled, “You might not care, but I have to.” She pulled Shen Haoming to the living room, where the women were chatting. Hearing them discuss clothes and bags, Shen Haoming said, “I’d better join the men.”

Xu Yan sat next to Yu Lan for a while, then noticed there weren’t enough fruit forks on the table and got up to fetch some. “Tell Peipei to open the dessert wine,” Yu Lan called after her. Passing through the corridor, she saw Shen Jinsong and the others still in that room, seemingly discussing something about a house.

As she left the kitchen with the forks, she heard strange sounds from a nearby room. It sounded like retching, accompanied by small, hissing cries. She knocked twice and pushed open the door. It was Shen Haochen, lying face-up on the floor, crying. The room had long been unused, empty except for a bookcase against the wall. She crouched down and said, “You sure know how to pick a spot.” Shen Haochen ignored her, closing his eyes and continuing to cry.

Xu Yan asked, “Is this because no one accompanied you for ice cream?” Shen Haochen wiped his tears and said, “I’m used to it by now.” Xu Yan asked, “Why don’t you invite your friends over?” Shen Haochen replied, “Would you have any friends if you were constantly changing schools?” He shook his head and said, “No one in this family cares about me.” Xu Yan advised, “Don’t expect anything from others. You need to become strong yourself.” Shen Haochen frowned, “But I’m just a child.” Xu Yan retorted, “So what if you’re a child?” Shen Haochen pleaded, “Can you leave me alone for a while? I don’t want to go back to my room. Sister Huihui is like a parrot, talking non-stop.”

Xu Yan closed the door. She hadn’t considered that Shen Haochen might have any troubles. Born into such a family, shouldn’t he be laughing in his dreams? But now it seemed he might also be a superfluous child. His parents wanted him merely to decorate their lives, having no patience to raise him again. Yu Lan couldn’t give up her gatherings and travels with other wives, and Shen Jinsong couldn’t forgo his golf and social engagements. Shen Haochen was always with the nanny. One nanny after another. Those he liked, his mother disliked; those his mother preferred, he didn’t like.

Xu Yan returned to the living room. Her cake box had been opened and laid out on the table, but none of the cakes had been touched. The frosting on two of them had smeared on the box, turning into a red mush. Only the one with the dancing figurine remained intact. The little figure stood on tiptoe as if climbing out of a pile of ruins.

The man in the baseball cap appeared at the doorway, grinning at Yu Lan, saying, “I just wanted to let you know I’m leaving.” Yu Lan nodded, “Shall I have the driver take you?” The man replied, “I called a car, but the driver seems lost.” Yu Lan said, “Sit down and wait a bit.” The baseball cap hesitated, then came over and sat on the sofa. Xu Yan placed her untouched glass of dessert wine in front of him, smiling.

“Go get your mink coat!” the short-haired woman said, placing her hand on Yu Lan’s shoulder. “And that limited edition lizard skin,” added the woman with high, thin eyebrows. Yu Lan fetched the gray-blue mink coat and several bags. The women came forward, some trying on the coat, others fiddling with the bags. Only Xu Yan and the man in the baseball cap remained seated on the sofa. He leaned forward, staring blankly at the items on the coffee table. Suddenly, he reached out, grabbed the cupcake with the dancing figurine, and stuffed it whole into his mouth.

Qiao Lin walked to the center of the stage, the spotlight falling squarely on her face. She instinctively knew where the light was. She stepped gracefully, swaying her slender legs, and twirling her skirt rapidly. Each time her feet left the ground, Xu Yan felt a tightness in her chest. She wasn’t sure if she was worried or hoping for something to happen. Only when Qiao Lin safely bowed did she breathe a sigh of relief, then suddenly felt sad. She thought, years from now, people in the audience might not remember who hosted this event, but they would surely remember Qiao Lin’s dance.

After ten o’clock, guests began to leave. Xu Yan helped the nanny collect wine glasses when Shen Haoming cornered her at the kitchen door. He put his arm around her waist, winked, and said, “Why don’t you stay here tonight?” Xu Yan broke free, looking serious, and asked, “Tell me, at what age did you start having girls stay overnight?” Shen Haoming raised his eyebrows, “Seventeen?” “And your parents agreed?” Xu Yan asked. Shen Haoming laughed, “They came to my room several times. I think they wanted to check if I had prepared condoms.” “Did you?” Xu Yan asked. Shen Haoming’s smile faded, his expression becoming solemn.

“I want to confess something to you… I have a… We all make mistakes when we’re young, right?” He lowered his head, covering his face with his hands. Xu Yan tried to pull his hands away, but he resisted until he burst into laughter, waving his hands, “I just couldn’t hold it in anymore…” Xu Yan pushed him, “You think you acted convincingly?” Shen Haoming asked, still laughing, “If I brought home a child from outside, would you help me raise it?”

Xu Yan replied, “That would depend on how good-looking it is.” Shen Haoming said, “Very good-looking, even better than me.” Xu Yan said, “Sure, why not? It would save me from having to give birth myself.” Shen Haoming cupped her face in his hands, “No way, you still need to have at least two.” Xu Yan looked at him and smiled. She said, “I should go back. My cousin is alone at home.” Shen Haoming said, “Alright, I’ll accompany you tomorrow, be your driver.” Xu Yan declined, “No need. She has a strange temper. She’d be uncomfortable with you around.”

Xu Yan put on her coat, adjusted her hair, and turned to ask, “By the way, what did that man want from Uncle Gao?” Shen Haoming explained, “A few years ago, he found a piece of land in the suburbs to build houses. He signed a contract with the township government, but it’s not valid now. The land is about to be taken away…” Xu Yan asked, “Is this a difficult matter?” Shen Haoming replied, “Mm, but Uncle Gao will try to find a solution.” Xu Yan pressed, “So he will help him?” Shen Haoming said, “What else can we do? Where would he live otherwise?”

On her way back, Xu Yan pondered whether the baseball cap man’s house demolition issue was more difficult to resolve than her parents’ situation. If he was willing to help even someone with a bad reputation, did it mean he might help her too? No, not her, but her cousin Qiao Lin. She thought she should find more opportunities to meet Uncle Gao, to make him feel she was part of the Shen family.

When Xu Yan returned to the apartment, she found Qiao Lin sitting on a sofa in the lobby downstairs. She looked up, smiling apologetically at Xu Yan, “I forgot the password, and your phone was off.” Xu Yan asked how long she had been sitting there. She replied, “Not long. I’ve been wandering around the courtyard, visiting all the open small shops. It’s nice here. People are friendly; they even let me use their restrooms.”

Xu Yan looked at her and said, “Qiao Lin, can you stop making yourself look so pitiful?”

Qiao Lin jumped off the tricycle, smiling as she said to her, “I brought you the desk. I won’t need to study anymore anyway.” Xu Yan examined the desk; the stickers on the legs were faded. She still remembered when the stickers were first applied, with the vivid face of Zhao Yazi on them. She had indeed coveted this desk for a long time. Grandmother had set up a wooden board on the windowsill where she always did her homework.

Xu Yan asked, “Are the results out?” Qiao Lin stuck out her tongue, “I didn’t even get into that lousy Coal Institute.” They moved the desk down, and Qiao Lin dusted off her hands, saying, “I’ve already found a job. I start at the Hualian Department Store tomorrow. From now on, you’ll get employee discounts on Maybelline products.” Her fingernails were painted a lotus root pink, she wore low-rise jeans, and her long hair swayed across her chest. Her beauty was still increasing, but she seemed not to take it seriously. That carefree spirit was particularly captivating to boys.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 4
The next day, they left before 10 AM. Usually, on weekends, Xu Yan would laze in bed with Shen Haoming until 11, then go for brunch. But that day, Xu Yan woke up at dawn. Insomnia seemed contagious; she hadn’t seen Qiao Lin close her eyes. Yet Qiao Lin insisted she had slept a bit and even dreamed of giving birth to a “jar person.” “A jar person?” Xu Yan frowned. “Yes,” Qiao Lin explained, “like those circus children raised in jars, with atrophied limbs and oversized heads.” She shuddered, jumped out of bed, and said, “I’ll make breakfast.”

The kitchen was filled with the aroma of scallion oil. Qiao Lin pan-fried two scallion pancakes. This was the most familiar food from childhood, which Xu Yan hadn’t eaten since moving to Beijing. Had she not smelled it again, she might have forgotten such food existed.

Xu Yan wanted to take Qiao Lin to Jingshan first; she loved a stretch of red wall nearby. The streets were quiet, with few cars. They silently listened to the radio. Qiao Lin pursed her lips, seeming sad. Xu Yan said, “Don’t think about it. It was just a dream.” Qiao Lin nodded, “I know, I know. It’s fine. I’m waiting for Lawyer Wang’s call. He said he’d call today.” Xu Yan felt Qiao Lin was transferring some pressure onto her, which irritated her.

The car suddenly jolted, snapping Xu Yan back to reality. She slammed on the brakes, but they had already hit the car in front. Qiao Lin hunched over, protecting her belly. The woman from the front car berated Xu Yan and then called the traffic police. When they arrived, Xu Yan searched the car but couldn’t find the vehicle registration. She had to call Shen Haoming. A few minutes later, he called back, saying he found it at home; the driver had taken it out for repairs and forgot to return it. Shen Haoming said, “I’ll bring it to you. Where are you?” Xu Yan hesitated for a few seconds before giving her location.

She returned to the car. Qiao Lin leaned against the seat, hands still on her belly. Xu Yan said, “My boyfriend is on his way. I told him you’re my cousin. Don’t mention our parents.” Qiao Lin nodded, “I know, I know.” Xu Yan wanted to say more but seeing Qiao Lin close her eyes, she remained silent.

Shen Haoming arrived and handled the accident. Taking the driver’s seat, he turned to Qiao Lin with a smile, “Cousin, I’m a very steady driver. Feel free to nap.”

It was past 11, so Shen Haoming suggested lunch first. He drove to a nearby shopping center. There was a Cantonese restaurant on the third floor where Yu Lan often had dim sum with friends. Shen Haoming handed the menu to Qiao Lin, asking what she’d like. Qiao Lin glanced at it and then passed it to Xu Yan. As Xu Yan perused the menu, she felt Qiao Lin watching her. A basket of shrimp dumplings costs over a hundred yuan, clearly beyond a white-collar worker’s budget. Qiao Lin had probably seen through her facade—the borrowed car, the rented apartment, everything full of inconsistencies. When Xu Yan looked up, Qiao Lin smiled and said, “I’m fine with anything, just a bit spicy.”

“I knew Xu Yan would crash,” Shen Haoming said. “You’re not a real driver until you’ve had two or three accidents. But with you in the car, we can’t take any risks. I told her I should be your driver today…” Qiao Lin smiled, “You’ve already gone to so much trouble.” Shen Haoming replied, “Didn’t she often trouble you before? She said you took care of her in high school, buying her raincoats, accompanying her for IV drips…” Qiao Lin said softly, “That was nothing.”

Shen Haoming continued, “Sometimes cousins are closer than siblings. My relationship with my cousin is better than with my brother…” Qiao Lin asked, “You have a brother?” Shen Haoming affirmed, “Yes, a crybaby. He’s such a bother.” Qiao Lin wondered, “How could they have a second child?” Shen Haoming laughed, “You ask the same question as Xu Yan.

My parents got Canadian passports.” Qiao Lin murmured, “Oh, foreigners…” Shen Haoming added, “In the future, Xu Yan and I will have at least three kids. Your child won’t lack playmates.” Qiao Lin nodded, “That’s nice.” Xu Yan focused on eating the newly arrived grouper. Three children? She seemed to hear Qiao Lin laughing inwardly.

Qiao Lin’s phone rang. Xu Yan feared she might answer in front of Shen Haoming, but Qiao Lin stood up and left the table. Xu Yan told Shen Haoming, “You don’t need to accompany us this afternoon. I’ll just take her around Houhai.” Shen Haoming replied, “I’m having dinner with Ren Guodong. Remember I missed his daughter’s hundred-day celebration? No worries, leaving at five is fine.”

Qiao Lin returned her face grave, staring blankly at her plate. She didn’t eat, and Xu Yan didn’t urge her. When Shen Haoming suggested leaving, she stood up and walked out. Shen Haoming called after her, handing her the down jacket left on the chair.

Qiao Lin followed behind them, clutching her jacket. The lining was inside out, with a hole and some stuffing poking through. Xu Yan almost suspected she did it on purpose, hoping they’d buy her a new coat. Shen Haoming mused, “Should I buy something for Ren Guodong’s daughter? What should I get?” They circled the mall until Shen Haoming suddenly stopped, pointing at a window display. “Let’s get this.” A small white tulle dress nestled among clouds, identical to the one Xu Yan and Qiao Lin had seen before. It must be a chain store with the same window dressing. Shen Haoming asked Qiao Lin, “Do you know if your baby is a boy or a girl?” Qiao Lin shook her head. Shen Haoming said, “No problem,” and entered the store.

Qiao Lin immediately told Xu Yan, “Lawyer Wang said he can’t take the case.” She bit her lip and added, “He’s in a meeting. I’ll call again later to beg him.” Xu Yan said, “Don’t do this, Qiao Lin. You weren’t like this before.” Qiao Lin’s eyes welled up, “I’m so useless. I can’t do anything right.” Shen Haoming emerged with shopping bags, handing one to Qiao Lin. “I bought a gift set with everything. It’s white, suitable for boys or girls.” Qiao Lin turned away, wiping her tears. Shen Haoming stood awkwardly holding the bag. After a moment, Qiao Lin turned back, forcing a smile, “Thank you thank you.”

When they reached Houhai, the sky was overcast. A light, chilly snow floated in the air. The river surface was covered with thick, blue-gray ice. Shen Haoming asked, “Do you feel better after coming out?” Qiao Lin nodded, “Thank you both.” Xu Yan turned to face the river. In the center, a duck-shaped boat was frozen in place, tilted with its head towards the sky.

Qiao Lin said, “We have a river back home too, called the Nai River. It’s even wider than this.” Shen Haoming replied, “I thought your hometown was all mountains. I told Xu Yan we should climb Mount Tai sometime.” Qiao Lin continued, “When we were little, Xu Yan and I saw a child flying a kite fall into the water and drown. His mother cried loudly on the shore, surrounded by a crowd.” Xu Yan said, “I don’t remember that.” Qiao Lin went on, “You stood there. I couldn’t pull you away.

After everyone left, you used a bamboo pole to retrieve the child’s kite and took it home.” Shen Haoming asked, “Was the child her friend? Did she want the kite as a memento?” Qiao Lin smiled, “She just wanted the kite.” Xu Yan stared at Qiao Lin’s face. Qiao Lin didn’t look at her, seemingly lost in memories. “The child’s mother cried by the shore every day after that, clinging to passersby’s legs, begging them to save her son.

Later, they cut down the trees along the shore and built a row of buildings.” She fell silent for a moment, then told Shen Haoming, “Xu Yan never says what she wants.” Shen Haoming agreed, “Right, she keeps everything to herself.” Qiao Lin added, “It’s okay. As long as you’re always there, silently supporting her, that’s enough.”

Xu Yan gazed at the lake before her. The afternoon sun glinted off the water, casting a golden sheen. Yu Yiming set down the oar, letting their boat drift. Suddenly, Qiao Lin spoke, “I once saw a water monster. A child flying a kite fell into the river, and a white mist rose from the surface. It drifted towards us, and I was terrified. I grabbed Xu Yan’s hand to run, but she stood frozen. So I stayed, linking arms with her, thinking if the monster came, it could take us both.” Qiao Lin leaned over the lake, splashing the water, and said, “Yu Yiming, when will you teach us to swim?”

The snow fell heavier, making the river appear grayer. The frozen duck boat behind them grew smaller, disappearing around a bend. They decided to enter a café by the roadside. Inside, it was crowded. Shen Haoming remarked, “Hey, looks like everyone from Houhai is hiding in here.” Xu Yan paid and queued for their drinks. The barista seemed new, spilling hot milk. Shen Haoming nudged Xu Yan from behind, saying, “Your cousin left her phone in the car. I’ll go with her to get it.” Xu Yan suggested waiting until after getting the coffee, but Shen Haoming insisted it was close by and left.

Through the window, Xu Yan watched them walk in the direction they’d come from, with Qiao Lin seemingly talking. She anxiously watched the barista, folding and unfolding her receipt. Perhaps Qiao Lin was deliberate; panicked by Lawyer Wang’s refusal, she might think Shen Haoming could help and wanted to talk to him. Xu Yan angrily tore the receipt in half.

The barista took the torn receipt, trying to decipher the order. “Don’t you have basic training?” Xu Yan snapped. She set the coffee on the table and sat down. What would Qiao Lin tell Shen Haoming? If the truth came out, how would she explain it? Her mind went blank, unable to formulate any excuse, repeatedly checking her phone for the time.

They finally returned. Qiao Lin didn’t sit, saying she needed to make a call after glancing at Xu Yan. Xu Yan studied Shen Haoming’s expression for clues, but he kept looking at his phone. She touched his arm, offering him the coffee. He sipped it, grimacing, “This tastes awful.” When Qiao Lin returned, her face remained grave. She drank some water, clutching the cup absently. Shen Haoming, noticing the snow outside, told Xu Yan, “Don’t drive. I’ll have my driver pick you up.”

When the car arrived, they got in. Shen Haoming retrieved the items he’d bought for Qiao Lin at the children’s store and had the driver put them in the trunk. He approached the car window, telling Qiao Lin, “Cousin, if you’re not leaving in the next couple of days, come visit us.” Qiao Lin nodded, watching Shen Haoming walk away and get into his car. “He’s so kind,” she told Xu Yan.

They rode in silence. The driver detoured to refuel. As the engine died, the radio music stopped. Qiao Lin, watching the swirling snow outside, said, “I’m going back tomorrow.” Xu Yan simply replied, “Okay.”

The sun moved overhead, the wind stirring the lake’s surface, raising the scent of water. The boat stirred from its midday slumber. Xu Yan, Qiao Lin, and Yu Yiming leaned back in unison, curling their legs and lying down, facing the sky. Perhaps waiting for the sunset glow, but that gradually became unimportant. Xu Yan closed her eyes. The lake water enveloped her like warm arms, its pulse rising and falling in a subtle, powerful rhythm. The boat moved slowly, but they had nowhere to go. Not to the opposite shore, or back. It seemed they could stay that way forever, no one leaving.

Nothing else seemed to matter. Xu Yan relaxed her brow. She no longer dwelled on how much they loved each other. She just knew she loved them. That strong emotion made her feel she wasn’t superfluous. She was one of them, even if insignificant and disposable, she didn’t care.

When she opened her eyes, the sunset had passed. Only a few small clouds hung on the horizon. The lake’s surface was golden, stretching endlessly. But in an instant, the water began to turn gray. As she turned her face, she saw Qiao Lin gazing at the lake, as if she’d been watching for ages, or as if her gaze had dimmed the surface. Yu Yiming’s eyes were still closed, a faint smile on his lips. Don’t open your eyes, Xu Yan silently wished for him. Because soon he’d realize the sun had set, and they’d have to head back. Their journey was over.

Xu Yan ordered takeout for dinner. Qiao Lin barely ate, saying she wanted to lie down. After eating, Xu Yan watched some TV. When she entered the bedroom, Qiao Lin was sitting on the bed, lost in thought. Xu Yan went to close the curtains. Under the streetlight, a man in a down jacket was walking his dog. It was the neighbor named Tang from across the hall. He looked up at the moon for a moment, then picked up his dog, tucked it under his arm, and entered the building.

Xu Yan heard Qiao Lin ask softly from behind, “Can Shen Haoming help us?” Xu Yan turned to face her, saying, “Didn’t you ask him yourself when you went to get the phone?” Qiao Lin shook her head, “I didn’t say anything. He asked if I wanted to work in Beijing, saying he could arrange it. I said no.” “Oh,” Xu Yan responded. Qiao Lin continued, “He’s a lawyer and knows many people. He might even have government connections…” Xu Yan asked, “How do you know he’s a lawyer?” Qiao Lin replied, “He said so himself. I didn’t ask anything.” She looked down at her rounded belly, “Lawyer Wang isn’t answering my calls, and the TV station hasn’t replied. I’m out of options. This has dragged on for years; it needs to end…”

Xu Yan laughed bitterly, “Have you ever considered me? Do you think I get whatever I want, that life is easy for me? You want a few days of peace; don’t I? At least you had a complete family as a child. What did I have?” Her eyes reddened, “After all these years, can’t you just leave me alone?” Qiao Lin cried too, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come to bother you…” She looked up, sniffling, “You haven’t seen how Mom and Dad are now.

Dad starts drinking as soon as he wakes up, his hands shaking so badly he can’t hold chopsticks. Mom spends all day at the computer, posting for help on forums, and reposting every few minutes. People call her crazy and kick her out, so she re-registers and posts again… I can’t handle it anymore. My health is failing; I’ve fainted on the street several times…” She stopped, staring ahead as if trying to make something out.

The desk lamp illuminated Qiao Lin, but her face was in shadow, her cheeks hollowed by the darkness. Xu Yan looked at her, surprised by how her appearance had changed. The radiance of youth had vanished, perhaps inevitably, but it seemed as if it had never existed. No one could imagine her girlhood appearance from this face. Xu Yan seemed to see that long-legged girl with a slightly upturned face crossing the campus from the second-floor classroom window, walking out the main gate, then disappearing. Where had she gone?

Xu Yan moved to the bedside, taking Qiao Lin’s hand. It was very warm, heat seeping through the gaps between her fingers. Qiao Lin’s fingers were long; surely this wasn’t the first time Xu Yan had noticed. Perhaps on some day during their long adolescence, she had secretly admired these hands, silently marveling at their beauty. But now, for the first time, she realized these hands were suited for playing the piano. If they had met a piano teacher in childhood, he would have surely said so.

If they had met a dance teacher then, he might have said she was suited for dancing. This body, burdened with suffering, might have also harbored some talent. But talent didn’t matter; for some people, there was never a moment in life when anyone sat down to discuss their talents. Xu Yan recalled her junior year when she got an internship at a TV station and was later kept on. The channel director had told her, “I don’t think you have a particular talent for being a host. Do you know why we chose you? Because you have a drive to stand out from the crowd, to reach for higher things.”

Xu Yan held Qiao Lin’s hand and sat down. She felt as if she was drawing warmth from it. But the room was very warm, the floor was warm, not at all like December. She said, “I promise you, I’ll ask Shen Haoming. I need to think about how to phrase it. I’m not doing this for Mom and Dad, just for you. Do you understand?” Xu Yan squeezed her hand and said, “Give me some time, okay?” Qiao Lin nodded.

After ten o’clock, Shen Haoming called. He said, “Guess what? I mixed up the gifts. The bag for your cousin was the dress for Ren Guodong’s daughter.” Xu Yan held the phone on her shoulder as she opened the paper bag, untying the cream-colored satin ribbon. The small dress adorned with pearls lay folded quietly in the box. “Should I bring it over now?” she asked. “No need,” Shen Haoming said, “The gift box I bought for your cousin can be used for Ren Guodong’s daughter anyway. I bet your cousin will have a girl,” he laughed on the other end of the line, “The dress I bought will come in handy.”

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 5
Less than a month after returning from Beijing, Qiao Lin gave birth to a daughter. The baby arrived over a month early but was healthy. Qiao Lin sent a few photos – the infant was tiny but had long limbs. Shen Haoming glanced at the pictures and remarked, “She looks a bit like you.”

That month, Xu Yan was extremely busy. The TV station was preparing a new show to air during the New Year. She spent long days recording, often repeating the same lines for hours. During this time, she visited Shen Haoming’s home once. Shen Jinsong wasn’t there, only Yu Lan and the other ladies were playing mahjong. Xu Yan joined for a few rounds, losing 6,000 yuan. As she left, Yu Lan suggested they play again during the New Year. Xu Yan thought this might be a good way to please Yu Lan, so she convinced Shen Haoming to stay home for the New Year instead of going to Koh Samui. She hoped they might even see Uncle Gao at the family dinner.

Xu Yan received the call in the evening. It was three days before the New Year, and she had just bought fireworks with Shen Haoming that afternoon. It had started raining on their way back, with forecasts predicting snow and a ten-degree temperature drop by midnight. The weather in Beijing had been unusually warm lately, giving a false sense of spring’s arrival.

Her phone rang, displaying an unfamiliar number. She was in Shen Haoming’s greenhouse, directing the housekeeper to move orchids indoors. Shen Haochen had been called to help too; Xu Yan thought some physical work would be good for him, keeping his mind occupied. He grimaced, saying the flowers were ugly. She put her hands on her hips and asked what flowers he liked. “Fake ones,” he replied. As she told Shen Haochen to move a pot to the living room, she answered the call.

It was her mother, wailing loudly. She informed Xu Yan that Qiao Lin had committed suicide, jumping into the river on the outskirts of town. “Is she still being resuscitated?” Xu Yan asked repeatedly. Her mother said it had happened yesterday; Qiao Lin was already gone. Xu Yan hung up.

Silence enveloped her. She brushed the dirt from her hands and picked up an orchid pot, walking outside.

The air was damp, and it seemed snow had begun falling. Something cool and sharp, like claws, gripped her scalp. She reached out, trying to touch the snowflakes. Suddenly, the flower pot crashed to the ground. Ceramic shards spun on the floor. A buzzing filled her ears.

Shen Haochen approached, looking at the broken pot at her feet. “Ha!” he said smugly, “Fake flowers wouldn’t shatter like that.” “Go away!” she shouted, crouching to gather the orchid from the debris. Shen Haochen, startled, remained motionless. Xu Yan shook the dirt from the orchid and walked away, cradling the flowers.

She placed the flowers on the passenger seat and drove out of the villa complex. Outside, the wind howled, and snowflakes struck the windshield like desperate moths. She gripped the steering wheel tightly, her body shaking. Tears welled in her eyes as she furrowed her brow, focusing on the road ahead. Why had Qiao Lin done this? Anger surged through her. On their last night in Beijing, hadn’t Qiao Lin promised to wait for her news? Why couldn’t she have waited just a little longer?

The car sped off the highway, barely missing a truck. After several reckless turns, it came to a stop in an empty parking lot. She pounded the steering wheel furiously, the horn blaring. Hadn’t she said she’d find a way? Why didn’t Qiao Lin trust her? Leaning back in her seat, she broke into loud sobs.

Her phone rang several times in the passenger seat. It was Shen Haoming. Sitting in the darkness, she waited for the screen to dim before whispering, “My sister is dead.”

She didn’t return for the memorial service.

On New Year’s Eve, a light snow fell. She stood at the entrance to the courtyard, watching Shen Haoming light fireworks. She tilted her head back, observing the sparks bloom and fall. The sky darkened once more. Snowflakes landed on her face.

She called home. Her mother wept continuously, repeating, “How could Qiao Lin be so cruel as to abandon us?” In the background, she could hear a baby crying, her father cursing, and the clatter of dishes falling. Her mother asked, “When are you coming back?” It seemed to be the first time she had expressed needing Xu Yan. “In a few days,” she replied. “Don’t ever come back!” her father shouted before hanging up.

Xu Yan never returned to Tai’an. An unrelenting anger burned within her. She felt Qiao Lin hadn’t understood her, hadn’t trusted her, and perhaps hadn’t even wanted her to be happy. She believed Qiao Lin’s actions were meant to burden her with eternal guilt. For a long time, this anger effectively suppressed her grief, allowing her to sleep normally.

One day in April, she went to Shen Haoming’s house for dinner. It was just family that night, enjoying oysters from Paris and lobster from New Zealand. Yu Lan complained the oysters weren’t as fresh as last time. “Aren’t you going to Paris next month?” Shen Jinsong asked, changing TV channels with the remote. The screen showed a female host in a white suit. She glanced at her notes, then looked up:

“In 1988, at a hospital in Tai’an, Wang Yazhen, suffering from rheumatic heart disease, gave birth to her second daughter. She felt no joy of motherhood, only fear. Beside her, the 3.8-pound infant opened her eyes, curiously observing the world. Did she know then that this world held not warm blessings, but merciless punishment? Outside the operating room, Qiao Jianbin sat on a bench, sleepless for a night. After months of shuttling between the Family Planning Commission and hospitals, he was exhausted. Yet their family’s misfortune had only just begun…”

Xu Yan stared at the screen, clutching her sweater collar, feeling suffocated.

“This ‘Focus Moment’ can be watchable sometimes,” Shen Jinsong remarked. Yu Lan retorted, “What’s there to see? It’s always about nail households or over-birth families.” “Mom, Mom,” Shen Haochen asked, “Were you an over-birth?”

Yu Lan replied, “Darling, the Canadian government even gave me a bonus for having you.”

“…The reporter visited Qiao Jianbin’s home. After Qiao Jianbin’s dismissal, the family relied on this clinic for their livelihood. The ‘Peace Clinic’ sign still hangs outside, but no patients have come for years. The examination bed on the first floor is piled with various health supplements. Some are long expired, but Wang Yazhen keeps them for the family to use. She showed the reporter a bottle of pills, explaining, ‘These are for sleep. My eldest daughter often has trouble sleeping, so I give her these…’ For over twenty years, Qiao Jianbin and Wang Yazhen have sought help through various channels, hoping his workplace would reinstate him…”

The camera panned across their home. Cobwebs in corners, a greasy tablecloth, a yellowed toilet, finally settling on a photo on the wall. It was their only family portrait. Xu Yan, about four or five years old, stood on the far right, with Qiao Lin’s hand on her shoulder.

Xu Yan felt all eyes in the room turn towards her. She nearly jumped from her seat, ready to bolt from the room.

The host then detailed the family’s life over the years, mentioning the over-birth daughter who became infertile due to premature birth and medication. Her whereabouts weren’t mentioned. Nor was Qiao Lin’s daughter. The program only said that Qiao Lin had spent years struggling with this issue, leading to failed relationships and job loss. Two months ago, one night after putting her child to sleep as usual, she left home and jumped into the river.

The scene returned to the studio. The host said, “Just the day before her suicide, Qiao Lin sent a text message to our program’s producer. In it, she wrote: ‘Mr. Chen, I beg you to do an episode about us. This isn’t just about our family; many families face similar situations. I believe the program will have a significant impact if aired. If you need any more information, please don’t hesitate to ask. Happy New Year in advance!'” The host lowered her eyes, pausing for a few seconds: “We dedicate this belated episode to Qiao Lin, may she rest in peace. We also hope that compassionate lawyers will contact the Qiao Jianbin family to help them overcome their difficulties. Thank you for watching, we’ll see you next time…”

Shen Haoming angrily exclaimed, “This is too messed up.” Yu Lan glanced at him, “What do you want to do? This isn’t your type of case.” Shen Haoming replied, “I could ask my classmates, maybe someone would take it.” Shen Jinsong said, “There’s no need for a lawsuit. With the right connections, this could be resolved with a single word.” Yu Lan asked, “Is there a donation hotline? We could just send them some money.”

The housekeeper served fruit. The TV had switched to a drama series, but Xu Yan dared not look at the screen, fearing the previous images might reappear. She hunched her shoulders, staring at the plate before her until she heard Shen Haoming say, “Let’s go,” and stood to follow him out.

She hugged her bag as she sat in the car, her body trembling. “Where’s your coat?” Shen Haoming asked. She realized she had forgotten it but pleaded, “Don’t go back for it.” The car stopped, and she found herself in a spacious courtyard surrounded by deep red brick walls. Shivering, she asked, “Where are we?” Shen Haoming replied, “Su Han’s birthday party. Didn’t I tell you?”

The house was noisy, with long tables full of people on both sides. Apart from Su Han, she recognized no one. Shen Haoming introduced them one by one, but she couldn’t remember a single name despite nodding. “This is Fang Lei,” Shen Haoming said, pointing to a girl on the right. “We were at the same school in England, also studying law. She’s my junior.” The girl laughed, “You barely studied there before transferring. How can you call yourself a senior?” Shen Haoming retorted, “Hey, I’m in the alumni directory.” The girl raised an eyebrow, “That’s just so you’ll donate money.” Shen Haoming laughed. Xu Yan forced a smile, quickly fading as tears suddenly rose.

Qiao Lin held Xu Yan’s hand as they climbed the mountain. Xu Yan said, “It’s about to rain, let’s go back.” Qiao Lin replied, “You’re going to Beijing, I need to get you a protective charm.” Xu Yan protested, “But the vendors must have left by now.” Qiao Lin insisted, “Let’s go a bit further and see.”

A heavy rain began to fall, and they ran into a temple. As they shook off the rain, water droplets from Qiao Lin’s long hair splashed onto Xu Yan’s face, making her giggle. Xu Yan said, “Be serious, the Buddha might get angry.” Qiao Lin stifled her laughter, looked around the main hall, and whispered, “What do people pray for at this temple?”

Xu Yan propped her elbow up, resting her chin on her hand while secretly wiping away tears. Shen Haoming was asking the girl named Fang Lei, “When did you move back?” Fang Lei raised an eyebrow, “How do you know I moved back? Don’t I look like I’m just here on vacation?” Shen Haoming shook his head, “I don’t believe you could stand staying in England.”

The sisters stood side by side in the center of the main hall. The Buddha’s neck stretched into the darkness, its face invisible, but Xu Yan could sense a beam of white light shining down from above.

Qiao Lin whispered, “Do you think with so many people praying, the Buddha can help them all?” Xu Yan replied, “Maybe just the ones she likes.” Qiao Lin laughed, “Then she must like me. I always hoped Mom would give birth to you. I even said I wanted a little sister. See, the Buddha gave you to me.” Xu Yan asked, “You were only two years old, how did you know to pray to Buddha?”

Qiao Lin responded, “I couldn’t say it out loud, but Buddha surely knew what was in my heart.” Xu Yan said, “If you had known what would happen later, you wouldn’t have wished for it.” Qiao Lin replied, “I still would have. I never thought you shouldn’t exist, truly, not for a moment. I just often wished we could be one person.” She held Xu Yan’s hand. Her palm was very warm as if the heat was flowing from it.

“Can you take a photo for us?” Xu Yan heard someone calling her. It was Su Han, standing behind Fang Lei and Shen Haoming. Xu Yan took the phone. Su Han asked Shen Haoming with a smile, “Remember when the three of us used to drive to the suburbs for BBQ every weekend? After one summer break, everyone got busy, and we stopped meeting. Or maybe you two met without inviting me.” Fang Lei glanced at her, “You’re right, we were secretly dating.” Shen Haoming nodded, “Then she dumped me, I was heartbroken, so I returned to China.” Su Han laughed, “Be careful, your girlfriend might take it seriously and argue with you.” Shen Haoming said, “She wouldn’t.”

A cool breeze drifted through the main hall. The rain seemed to have stopped. Someone was leaning against the doorway, watching them. The person wore a tattered coat, and in the backlight, their feet weren’t visible. At first, they thought he was sitting but later realized his feet were covered by the coat – he was a dwarf. Very old, with a face full of wrinkles like a crumpled newspaper. As they walked out, he spoke, “Do you want to know your fate?” They glanced at each other but didn’t stop. He said, “It’s free, just to entertain myself.”

He approached them, looking up at Qiao Lin, and said, “Your early fortune isn’t smooth, there are some obstacles, but it gets better after thirty.” Qiao Lin asked, “How so?” He answered, “Many descendants, someone to see you off.” Qiao Lin laughed, “Is having someone to see you off considered good?” The dwarf didn’t answer, turning to Xu Yan, “You, whatever you want, you’ll have to fight others for it.” Xu Yan asked, “Will I win in the end?” He shook his head, “I don’t know.” Xu Yan asked, “There are things you don’t know?” He nodded, “Some things.”

Su Han nudged Shen Haoming, saying, “You should talk to Fang Lei. She’s an angry young woman now, critical of everything, always condemning society.” Shen Haoming said, “It’s reverse culture shock. It’ll pass.” Fang Lei asked, “Like you, comfortably playing the role of the Shen family’s young master?” Shen Haoming became animated, “Don’t think I’m so numb. I’ve always wanted to do something…”

Then he began talking about the TV program he had watched before leaving: A couple accidentally conceived a second child, which should have been aborted according to regulations. For some reason, it was delayed for several months – not their fault. At seven months, they went for an induced labor, but the child was born alive… Su Han sighed, “What a strong life.” Shen Haoming continued, “But it’s considered over-birth, the man lost his job…” When he mentioned Qiao Lin’s suicide, Fang Lei shook her head, “That’s the most tragic part. Because of the older generation’s issues, the children’s lives are ruined.” Su Han said, “The interesting part of this story is that the legally born sister died, while the illegally born sister survived. Now they only have one child, is it still considered over-birth?”

Xu Yan left her seat, went to the bathroom, and locked the door.

Qiao Lin didn’t distrust her; she had lost hope in the world. Xu Yan remembered the last time Qiao Lin called, early one morning. She said, “I’ve finished my postpartum confinement today.” Xu Yan asked, “Do you have enough milk? Can you sleep now?” Qiao Lin didn’t answer, only saying, “Everything’s fine. I just wanted to let you know. You can go about your business.” Her voice was flat, neither happy nor sad, just a sense of relief. She seemed to have been waiting for this day. Waiting for the child to be born, for the first month to pass… She was so eager to resolve her parents’ situation, not hoping for a new life, just wanting a result that would ease her mind a little. If not, she couldn’t wait any longer. She had already let go.

Someone outside was impatiently knocking on the door. Xu Yan turned on the faucet and put her face under the water stream.

The outside noise disappeared. It seemed to sink into the river, with only the gurgling of water in her ears. “I just wanted to see you,” Qiao Lin turned and smiled. Those slightly reddened eyes looked at her from the dark water depths. Then they went out.

Xu Yan returned to her seat and told Shen Haoming she might have caught a cold and wanted to go back. Shen Haoming said, “Let’s leave together.” In the car, he said, “Fang Lei heard about the news story I mentioned, and she was quite upset too. She said she has some lawyer friends who’ve returned from abroad, and maybe one of them would be willing to take the case. I’ll call Uncle Gao later and ask him to talk to the people in Tai’an.

This incident has caused a big stir; they’ll have to address it somehow.” Xu Yan stared at him blankly, thinking, “This is what Qiao Lin exchanged her life for,” as tears fell. Shen Haoming was surprised, “What’s wrong?” He grabbed Xu Yan’s hand, “You didn’t believe that Fang Lei and I dated, did you? We were joking.” Xu Yan shook her head, “No, no, I’m just touched. You have a kind heart.” She looked at Shen Haoming and reached out to touch his cheek. He nuzzled her palm with his chin, smiling, “I forgot to shave.”

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 6
In early May, Xu Yan returned to Tai’an. The school had reinstated Qiao Jianbin’s job, paying him a retired teacher’s salary. Reportedly, that episode of “Focus Moment” had caught the attention of high-ranking officials in Beijing, who had called the Family Planning Commission. However, Qiao Jianbin and Wang Yazhen were unsatisfied with the outcome as the matter of compensation remained unresolved. They continued to petition.

Since the program aired, they have given numerous interviews. Qiao Jianbin’s eloquence had improved, his eyes lighting up at the sight of cameras. He proudly told Xu Yan that the reporters admired him, saying society needed stubborn people like him. Wang Yazhen had opened a Weibo account, writing about their family’s ordeals over the years. Her posts were shared by famous journalists and scholars, garnering many comments. Wang Yazhen replied to each comment, even adding some sympathetic commenters on QQ.

This external attention kept them busy, temporarily alleviating their grief over losing their daughter. But when they returned to their immediate reality and realized Qiao Lin was gone forever, their emotions would collapse again. The light in the house was broken, with no one to fix it. The refrigerator reeked, still containing the cake and yogurt Qiao Lin had bought. The lid of the baby formula on the table was left open, its contents clumping. At nightfall, cockroaches became brazen, crawling all over the table. This would set Wang Yazhen off crying again. Qiao Jianbin’s moods were more extreme. Sometimes he’d sit quietly, staring blankly at the liquor bottle on the table. Other times he’d fly into a rage, cursing Qiao Lin for being ungrateful after they’d raised her to adulthood. After crying, Wang Yazhen would sit at the old computer and start writing on Weibo:

“You don’t know how wonderful my eldest daughter was. Beautiful and sensible, with a lively personality, everyone loved her. When I was sad, she always comforted me saying, ‘Mom, it will all pass. There’s nothing in this world that can’t be overcome…'”

As she wrote, she’d start crying again. Xu Yan would sit beside her. Wang Yazhen would turn and embrace her. Xu Yan would gently pat her back, calming her. The computer would chime, and Wang Yazhen would sit up from Xu Yan’s embrace, wiping her tears, saying, “Someone replied to me,” and quickly clicking the mouse.

For the first two days after returning, Xu Yan stayed at a nearby hotel. On the third night, Qiao Lin’s child developed a slight fever, so she stayed to look after her, sleeping in Qiao Lin’s bed. The pillowcase hadn’t been changed, still carrying the scent of Qiao Lin’s shampoo. Resting on it, Xu Yan recalled a childhood wish she had never acknowledged: to sleep in this bed, not with Qiao Lin, but alone. This dilapidated home held an attraction for her; she longed to be a legitimate daughter living in this house.

Throughout her long childhood and adolescence, she had met many outstanding girls – rich, beautiful, smart – but she never wanted to be them. She only wanted to be Qiao Lin. She wanted to replace her, to possess everything she had. Even if those things included pain and misfortune, it didn’t matter. Because she felt those things should have belonged to her. If only Qiao Lin wasn’t there… she had thought countless times. As children, standing by the river, the same sun shone on them, but Xu Yan felt Qiao Lin was in the sunlight while she was in the shadow. If only Qiao Lin wasn’t there… she could take two steps to the right, into the sunlight.

This childhood wish, so sincere and terrifying, had been harbored in her heart, slowly releasing its toxins to the outside world. Many years later, it came true. Qiao Lin was gone. Now she slept in Qiao Lin’s bed, as her parents’ only daughter. Xu Yan buried her face in the pillowcase, sobbing uncontrollably. Could she revoke that wish? Would everything be different? Would Qiao Lin have been happier, and could she have grown into a different person? With Qiao Lin gone, she still couldn’t step into the sunlight. She would forever remain in the shadow.

The infant let out a loud cry. Xu Yan picked her up. In the darkness, the child’s pristine face showed no tear stains or sad expression, as if the previous cry was merely to pull Xu Yan out of her anguish. She gazed quietly at Xu Yan. Her small eyes seemed to hold vast oceans. Xu Yan wanted to confess to them, but even more, she wanted to give all her blessings to their owner. If only her blessings held the same power as her childhood wish. She hoped the child would attain the happiness that she and Qiao Lin could never have.

Xu Yan woke up next to Yu Yiming at 3 AM. The hotel window wouldn’t close properly, letting in the cold wind. It was the start of winter, and Beijing was very cold. Xu Yan had dinner with Yu Yiming, and then went for drinks. Towards the end, Qiao Lin suddenly vanished from their conversation. Xu Yan remembered Yu Yiming staring at her blankly. The subsequent memories were hazy. She couldn’t recall what she or Yu Yiming had said. Whether they had kissed. She felt a bit of pain, or maybe not, just thinking she should feel some pain.

She woke Yu Yiming. He rolled out of bed, grabbing his clothes from the floor. His girlfriend was waiting at home; he had emphasized this point before getting drunk. As he dressed, he told Xu Yan, “I know it’s because you just came to Beijing and are a bit homesick. It’ll get better after a while.”

At the door, Xu Yan called out to him, reaching into her bag. He asked what was wrong. Xu Yan said, “Qiao Lin had something for me to give you.” He stood waiting for a moment, but she still couldn’t find it. He said, “I have to go. We’ll talk about it later,” then opened the door and left.

The pen had always been in a compartment of her backpack. Xu Yan had forgotten to give it to Yu Yiming the last two times they met. Perhaps she wanted a reason to see him again. But now, she desperately wanted to give him that pen. She turned on the light and emptied her bag onto the floor.

Qiao Lin’s child was particularly quiet. After getting through the initial days without her mother, she quickly adapted to her new life. She would fall asleep right after feeding, and when she woke, she would only cry softly for a moment, then wait quietly. When Xu Yan picked her up, the child would press her head against Xu Yan’s chest, as if listening to her heartbeat, a faint smile appearing on her face. Every time Xu Yan put her down, she would whimper twice, causing Xu Yan’s heart to tighten, and she would pick her up again.

It was warm outside, so she carried the child out into the sunshine. The locust trees were in bloom, a thick layer of petals covering the ground, scattered and regathered by the wind. She walked to the riverside and sat on the stone steps, hoping the child would sleep for a while. But the child didn’t sleep, instead watching the river with her. “Can you smell your mother’s scent?” she asked the child. The child smiled.

The child’s name was Qiao Luoqi, chosen by Qiao Lin, but it seemed no one remembered her name. Her parents just called her “the child.” Qiao Lin’s child. They still seemed to view her as a part of Qiao Lin. Her round eyes were very much like Qiao Lin’s. Sometimes, looking into them, Xu Yan felt a desire to talk to Qiao Lin. But she didn’t know what to say; Qiao Lin probably knew everything she wanted to say. Now Qiao Lin knew everything in the world. She knew Xu Yan had returned, that she was with the child, and that she missed her deeply.

On the morning of her departure, Xu Yan took the child for another walk. Passing the train station, she told the child, “There are trains in there, woo-woo, the whistle blows, and then clackety-clack, they leave.”

“When you grow up, will you take the train to visit me?” The child didn’t smile, just looked at her quietly. Xu Yan’s heart tightened, and she grasped the child’s hand. She couldn’t imagine how the child would grow up in such a dilapidated home.

Back at the house, Xu Yan folded the baby clothes hanging at the door and put them in the closet. She saw the paper box, pressed to the bottom of the closet, one corner visible. Opening it, she found the white dress different from her memory – the taffeta wasn’t as stiff, the ruffles not as complex. She put it on the child and carried her to the window. Sunlight sparkled on the small pearls on the chest, like joyful musical notes. “Do you know how beautiful you are?” she whispered to the child. The child nestled softly on her shoulder, nuzzling her neck with her cheek.

Sitting on the train, Xu Yan’s heart raced at the sound of the whistle. She closed her eyes, trying to sleep, but her ears were filled with a buzzing noise. Restless, she unscrewed her water bottle and gulped it down, then stared at the trees and houses flashing by outside the window. As she gradually calmed down, she made a decision. After returning, she would tell Shen Haoming everything. He would find out sooner or later. She wanted to discuss with him the possibility of bringing the child to Beijing when she was a bit older. If possible, she wanted to adopt her.

The driver was waiting at the station to take her to dinner. Shen Haoming had booked a Japanese restaurant. Early in their relationship, they had come here once, looking out from the tatami room’s glass window to see a small Japanese garden, but now it was too late, and the moss-covered stones had turned black. “Let’s have some drinks,” she told Shen Haoming. “I was just about to suggest that,” Shen Haoming said, picking up the drink menu.

The sake arrived, served in a blue glass bottle with a round belly. She clinked glasses with Shen Haoming. He asked, “When will the video air?” She paused for a moment. Shen Haoming said, “The video you shot on this trip.” She said, “Oh, next month, I guess. Not sure how it’ll turn out after editing.” Then she asked Shen Haoming, “Has your mother gone to Paris?” Shen Haoming replied, “Not yet, she leaves next week. They insist on taking Uncle Xu’s private jet.” Xu Yan said, “That’s nice, the four of them can play mahjong on the plane.” Shen Haoming frowned and said, “How boring.”

Outside the window, the garden’s outline was swallowed by the night, leaving only a corner illuminated by the lamps, the stones emitting a faint green glow. Xu Yan drank a glass of wine, looked up at Shen Haoming, and said, “You know, I’ve always thought you have many admirable qualities…” She smiled and continued, “You know I’m not good at expressing myself, but I think you’re exceptionally kind and have a strong sense of justice…” Shen Haoming asked, “Why are you saying this?” She went on, “And you’re very accepting of me.

Our family backgrounds are different, and our lifestyles too. I’m sure many things about me make you uncomfortable…” Shen Haoming interrupted her, “Please don’t say such things.” Xu Yan poured herself another glass of wine, pressing her flushed face against the cup, and said, “I came to Beijing when I was eighteen, not knowing anyone. In my spare time, I tutored, worked as a sales guide, helped host weddings, and earned money to buy clothes for myself, and to eat at Western restaurants.

I just wanted to live a more decent life, you understand? When I was little, we had nothing at home, not even a desk. I had to do my homework on the windowsill… I cherish our current life so much, cherish you, so I’ve always…” Xu Yan began to cry. Shen Haoming frowned as he looked at her, and she felt a chill, not knowing how to continue.

The waiter brought in the dessert. They ate in silence. Shen Haoming poured her some wine and then refilled his glass. Xu Yan took a sip and mustered the courage to say, “My cousin, the one who came to Beijing in winter…” Shen Haoming slammed his glass on the table. Xu Yan was startled. He slumped his shoulders and said, “These past couple of days, I’ve been spending the nights at Fang Lei’s place. Um,” he poured another glass of wine and continued, “I was planning to tell you in a few days, but you’ve described me so well, it makes me feel guilty.

I wasn’t going to hide it from you; you know I hate lying.” Xu Yan nodded blankly. She gripped the sake bottle, wanting to pour another glass, but couldn’t bring herself to lift it. The bottle’s surface was covered in tiny droplets, like a painful secretion. She stared at it and asked softly, “Is this thing between you two just starting, or is it already over?” Shen Haoming remained silent, lighting a cigarette, white smoke rising from between his fingers. Xu Yan used her arm to push herself up from the tatami mat and said, “I’m leaving first. When you’ve figured things out, let me know what you plan to do.”

She opened the door and walked out. Shen Haoming followed, draping her coat over her shoulders, saying, “You forgot to wear your coat again.” Then he embraced her with open arms. Is this the final farewell? Her heart skipped a beat. She pushed him away, ran to the roadside, and hailed a taxi.

Upon returning home, she noticed her body was burning hot, as if feverish. She set an alarm, swallowed two pills, and lay down. “Help me,” she whispered in the darkness. As dawn broke outside, she sensed Qiao Lin’s presence, sitting on the edge of the bed with her back turned, looking back at her. Though Qiao Lin’s gaze promised nothing, it calmed Xu Yan.

The alarm rang multiple times before she struggled to sit up. Glancing at the other side of the bed, it was smooth, showing no signs of anyone having sat there. She took a shower and toasted two slices of bread. A text message appeared on her phone. She didn’t look at it immediately, instead walking over to open the curtains. It was raining outside. She spread apricot jam on her bread and ate slowly. Only after finishing did she pick up her phone and open the message.

Shen Haoming: Let’s break up. I’m sorry.

She drained the milk from her glass, grabbed an umbrella, and left.

After taking ten days off, work had piled up. She recorded three episodes in one go. During a break, the director came to discuss revamping the show: “Can you be more lively? If the ratings stay this low, we’ll have to cancel.” Xu Yan replied, “Then I’ll host a news program.” The director laughed heartily, “Like ‘Focus Moment’? I never knew you had such a sense of social responsibility.”

Xu Yan changed outfits and sat before the mirror to touch up her makeup. She asked the makeup artist, “How about I cut my hair short?” The artist replied, “Hmm, sounds good. Don’t keep the bangs though; they cover your forehead and affect your luck.” Xu Yan smiled, “I’ll take your advice.”

On her way home, Xu Yan stopped at a hair salon. When she left, night had fallen.

The summer breeze felt cool on her neck. She bought two bread rolls at a convenience store and walked home. There was a bar on the way, perhaps newly opened. She peered inside, noticing the warm lighting. She pushed the door open and entered.

The bar was small, with only one man slumped over a table in the corner. She sat at the counter and ordered a mojito. The man from the corner approached, ordering another whiskey. It was her neighbor, surnamed Tang, from across the hall. He nodded at her before returning to his seat.

The bar played muffled electronic music as if something was molding. After her third drink, she felt she should get drunk for once. She’d never tried before; her ex-boyfriends all loved drinking, and she always stayed sober to get them home safely. Someone was tapping on the table. She looked up. The expressionless owner said, “I’m closing up. My girlfriend’s waiting for me at home.” He walked to the corner and woke her neighbor, watching as he spread the money from his pocket on the table, counting it bill by bill.

Xu Yan sat at her grandmother’s doorstep. She was leaving for Beijing tomorrow; her suitcase was packed, but many childhood belongings still needed sorting. She dragged the boxes outside and sat on the doorstep, slowly going through them. Qiao Lin approached. The wind blew her white dress. She held two ice cream cones, melting cream dripping down. She sat beside Xu Yan, handing her the vanilla one.

Qiao Lin said, “I bought a fountain pen. Can you give it to Yu Yiming for me?” They ate their ice cream in silence. A young boy from the neighboring courtyard, about ten years old, walked over and stood watching them. Qiao Lin pointed at the ice cream and said, “I’ll buy you one next time, okay?” The boy remained silent, still standing there.

The ground was littered with odds and ends from the boxes: a vial of essential balm, a tin box of cold cream, a piece of floral-print cloth with raw edges… These not-quite-toys were once Xu Yan’s most cherished possessions. Qiao Lin said, “I think I gave you that cold cream box.” Xu Yan replied, “I traded you a button for it.” “What button?” Qiao Lin asked. Xu Yan said, “It was my favorite button. I can’t believe you don’t remember.” She huffily stuffed the cone into her mouth and got up to wash her hands inside. Suddenly, she heard a clatter behind her.

The neighbor boy had grabbed a kite from the pile and runoff. Qiao Lin called to her, “Come on, let’s get it back!”

The boy reached the end of the alley, turned a corner, and ran towards the main road. A car blocked their path as they crossed, leaving them far behind. But they kept running. The chain on Qiao Lin’s ankle jingled. Her long hair streamed in the wind. Xu Yan caught the scent of shampoo and reached out, trying to grasp a flying strand. Qiao Lin laughed, shaking her head. The boy vanished at the end of the road, but they didn’t stop. Dark clouds rolled overhead. Xu Yan glimpsed the lush lilac tree, suddenly realizing they had covered all the streets they used to walk as children in this short time. Like fast-forwarded movie scenes, frame by frame, unstoppable. Qiao Lin suddenly pulled her arm, pointing at the sky. At the farthest reach of the heavens, a green kite was slowly rising.

Xu Yan stopped, joining Qiao Lin in looking up. The kite trailed two long tails, like a real swallow. It dipped in the strong wind, gliding past the low black clouds before soaring higher.

Xu Yan stood with her neighbor under the bar’s awning. He said, “Looks like it’s raining again.” She laughed, “What does it matter?” He replied, “I hope it rains. It’ll make the ground easier to dig.” Xu Yan shook her short hair, “What do you mean?” He explained, “My dog died. I’m going to bury it later.” “Where is it now?” Xu Yan laughed, “You didn’t freeze it in the fridge, did you?” The neighbor’s face twitched, “I don’t want to go home.

Can we have another drink?” Xu Yan agreed, “Sure, I have alcohol at home.” He asked, “What about your boyfriend?” She replied, “We broke up.” He said, “That’s a shame. By the way, when can I taste your cooking? I often smell it in the hallway. It’s delicious.” Xu Yan said, “It might be takeout.” He insisted, “No, I’ve tried all the takeout around here.” She asked, “Don’t you have a girlfriend?” He replied, “The ones I like don’t like me back.” She said, “You must have some strange habits.” He pondered, “Does eating oranges while taking a bath count?”

The rain intensified, and they started running. Xu Yan stepped into a large puddle, splashing water all over herself. She laughed. Reaching the shelter, her neighbor shook off the rain and turned to ask, “By the way, how’s your cousin doing? Is her child okay?” Xu Yan stopped laughing and looked at him.

He continued, “One night when I was walking my dog, I was shining my flashlight around and suddenly saw a woman lying by the bushes, looking dead. I was about to call security when she opened her eyes and said she was fine, just fainted. I tried to help her up, but she said she wanted to lie there a bit longer. I felt awkward leaving her, so I sat nearby and chatted with her for a while.” Xu Yan asked, “What did she say?” He replied, “I forgot… Oh right, she said, ‘The little one in my belly seems to love Beijing and doesn’t want to leave. I told it, you’ll be back soon, you’ll grow up here…’ Oh, and your cousin also said to remember to bring my dog to play with her child…”

Xu Yan began to cry. Qiao Lin had never mentioned entrusting the child to her. Yet she knew the child would come to Beijing, perhaps trusting in her bond with Xu Yan and understanding Xu Yan’s true nature better than Xu Yan herself did. That heart, wrapped in layers of concealment and pretense, had become unclear even to its owner.

Xu Yan looked at the sky, trying to slow her tears. She nodded, saying, “The child will come soon, to play with your dog…”

The neighbor said, “But my dog died. I’m burying it tonight…”

Xu Yan murmured, “You don’t know how good that child is. So quiet, always giggling when you play with her. A beautiful girl with round eyes, wearing a white dress like a little princess…”

The neighbor replied, “Oh, then I’ll get another dog…”

The sound of rain drowned out his words. Xu Yan stood under the eaves, silently listening to the rain outside. She wasn’t sure if she could care for the child properly, or if she might want to abandon her for her career in the future. She had no confidence in herself. But at this moment, she could feel the warmth in her palm. Some changes were happening within her; she had more patience than before. Perhaps, she thought, she now had the chance to become a different person.

Zhang Yueran’s Writing Reflections: A Sister’s Inner Thoughts
At this year’s Macau Literary Festival, I participated in a dialogue with Irish writer Claire Keegan. Keegan has long been one of my favorite novelists; I’ve read her short story collections “Antarctica” and “Walk the Blue Fields” multiple times.

Without any preparation, I began speaking about my story “Da Qiao Xiao Qiao” (Big Bridge Little Bridge). It was only at that moment I realized its connection to one of Keegan’s stories. Li Yiyun once said she uses her novels to engage in dialogue with works by authors she admires. For instance, she likes William Trevor and his “Three People,” so she wrote “Golden Boy and Jade Girl.” “Three People” is a rather mysterious and dark novel about an old man, his daughter, and a young man who admires her. The three form a stable triangle. For various reasons (I consider it unethical to spoil the secrets hidden in that brilliant novel), the old man’s existence becomes the premise for the young couple’s relationship. If he were to die one day, they would be unable to face each other.

In “Golden Boy and Jade Girl,” Li Yiyun also writes about a triangular relationship: an elderly woman, her son, and a girl who intrudes into their lives. However, the background is 1990s China, and the characters’ personalities and predicaments differ, giving the novel a distinctly different atmosphere and texture. If Li hadn’t mentioned it herself, no one would think of “Three People” while reading “Golden Boy and Jade Girl.” But knowing this connection makes reading “Golden Boy and Jade Girl” feel like a mirror image of “Three People,” which is quite interesting.

Keegan wrote a short story called “Sisters.” In it, there’s a pair of sisters born in rural Ireland. The younger sister marries into the city, living a luxurious middle-class life. The older sister stays behind to care for their aging parents, missing out on marriage and remaining alone for years. After their parents’ death, she inherits the land.

The younger sister returns every summer with her children to stay with her older sister for a while. But this year is different. She arrives and lingers, seemingly with no intention of leaving. The older sister endures, serving her and her children daily until the final moment when she explodes, revealing the truth: there are no satin curtains, no dishwasher – everything is fabricated.

The younger sister has been abandoned by her husband and has returned to seize her older sister’s land. But the older sister tells her that everything here was earned through thirty years of her life, and she will never allow anyone to take it away. At the story’s end, the older sister stands in front of a mirror, combing her younger sister’s hair as she did when they were young. The younger sister has long golden hair that the older sister has always envied. Suddenly, the older sister takes scissors and snips off her sister’s hair. The younger sister screams in terror. The story ends there.

The scene of cutting a girl’s hair out of jealousy isn’t Keegan’s original creation. F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote “Bernice Bobs Her Hair,” where a pretty girl’s hair is also viciously cut off. Whether “Sisters” is in dialogue with “Bernice Bobs Her Hair” is unknown. But this doesn’t prevent “Sisters” from being an excellent story. I like that lonely, patient, and stubborn older sister who defends the little she has, which is her reason for existing in the world.

“Sisters” is included in the short story collection “Antarctica,” which I probably read around 2011. Although I’ve reread it, I had long forgotten it. I call myself a volatile reader (this realization comes from drinking – my face turns red and the alcohol smell is strong, but after a few hours it completely dissipates as if I never drank) – I can’t remember any sentences from books, making it nearly impossible to quote them when writing articles. After about a year, I forget most of the plot of a novel, possibly remembering only scattered details. Three years later, if asked about a certain book, I’m embarrassed to say I’ve read it because, well, there’s no trace left.

This has its advantages. I never have to worry about the so-called “anxiety of influence.” As long as enough time passes, there’s no need to fear any masterpiece being unforgettable.

In the 2017-2 issue of “Harvest,” Zhang Yueran’s novella “Da Qiao Xiao Qiao” was published.

When writing “Da Qiao Xiao Qiao,” I had completely forgotten about “Sisters.” The only thing I remembered was the detail of cutting hair, which came from an overlapping impression after reading Fitzgerald. But Fitzgerald and Keegan had already become entangled in my mind, and I couldn’t remember who wrote it first. The origin of “Da Qiao Xiao Qiao” was a friend R I met on Douban.

She was studying for a PhD in Economics in Sweden and came to Boston as an exchange student for a year. We met in Boston during winter. She was shy and reserved but radiated a kind of profound wisdom. She recommended Marilynne Robinson’s “Housekeeping” to me and took me on a tour of snow-covered Harvard University, pointing out the small theater where she usually watched European art films (that day, a film by a master I can’t recall was showing, but I was more interested in buying ski wear and mugs at nearby shops).

Later, when she returned to China, we met again. She told me about some of her research topics, like how Columbus bringing potatoes to Europe after discovering the Americas greatly influenced Europe’s overall population growth and urbanization.

Then she casually mentioned a story she had just heard from a scholar studying family planning: a pair of sisters, the legally born older sister finally succumbed to family pressure and committed suicide many years later, while the illegally born younger sister seemed unaffected and lived healthily.

Through her introduction, I met this scholar, who gave me two books about family planning that couldn’t be publicly published. I asked again about the story of the sisters. I wanted to know what the younger sister was like now – she had been admitted to university and was studying in Hunan. “Is she happy now?” I asked. The scholar shrugged and said, “Oh, that child? She’s a bit carefree.”

I didn’t write anything down, not even make any notes. Due to my volatile personality, I soon forgot about this too. It wasn’t until the spring of 2016, when I was sick at home with plenty of free time, that I remembered those sisters. I realized I had been thinking about the younger sister all along. According to the timeline, she should have already graduated from university and entered society. I wanted to know how she was doing now, whether she had stepped into the sunshine.

Of course, there was no indication that she had always lived in the shadows; that was just my imagination. In my imagination, she had a body and will that gradually strengthened in urban life, but also a self that constantly compromised and lost. She fought with city life, lost a lot, and shed quite a bit of blood, but she had to survive because she was herself, and she was also her entire family.

The days were always long when I was sick, so I let myself write freely. Before I knew it, I had written over 40,000 words. When I recovered, I abandoned this novel that had kept me company through my illness, not even looking at it again. I became busy after the summer and wrote other things. It wasn’t until the end of the year that I took it out again.

In the novel, there’s a scene where the sisters stand by a river and see a child flying a kite fall into the water and drown. The older sister feels she’s seen as a water monster and pulls her younger sister to run away quickly. The younger sister doesn’t move, standing still. After the crowd disperses, the younger sister climbs a tree, retrieves the dead child’s kite, and takes it home. Many years later, the older sister tells her younger sister’s boyfriend, “This is my sister. She never says what she wants.” What does the younger sister want? She wants to replace her sister, to become the only legal child of her parents. She has always stood in the shadows, like all plants that can’t reach the sun, growing twisted branches in her heart.

If Keegan’s “Sisters” is about the older sister’s thoughts, then “Da Qiao Xiao Qiao” is about the younger sister’s thoughts. But stories happening in rural Ireland and China are different. I don’t have sisters, nor do my friends around me. In our childhood, having sisters was not right. It’s like two flowers blooming on a calla lily stem – no one would find it beautiful, only deformed. In the novel, there’s a struggle between good and evil in the younger sister’s heart. Perhaps calling it good and evil is a bit crude; more precisely, it’s between cherishing family ties and protecting oneself. The scarcity of resources in childhood makes her particularly cautious in defending the little she has won. But she finally discovers that she may not have truly won anything; she can’t hold onto anything, can’t grasp anything.

Looking back, “Da Qiao Xiao Qiao” also forms a kind of mirror relationship with “Sisters.” Just as the younger sister’s return disrupts the older sister’s life in “Sisters,” in “Da Qiao Xiao Qiao,” the older sister’s appearance breaks the peace maintained by the younger sister, posing a kind of threat. And very strangely, the older sister in this novel also has beautiful and arrogant long hair, floating in the summer night, emitting the scent of shampoo.

Thank goodness the younger sister doesn’t end up cutting her sister’s hair. Because she doesn’t need to. Cruel reality will cut off the older sister’s long hair; the younger sister doesn’t need to do anything. She just needs to watch. However, watching her sister disappear is like colluding with an invisible killer, isn’t it? This is the difference between China and Ireland. Compared to the humble status of women, there’s an even greater humility here. About class, about cursed lives determined by law. The same sister story happening on this land could never end with just cutting off a lock of beautiful hair.

The title “Da Qiao Xiao Qiao” was chosen later; there’s a band with this name, and I like their songs. In one song, they sing, “What’s forgotten doesn’t disappear, it hides behind trees.” So many things that seem forgotten don’t disappear. We always meet again, behind a big tree in spring.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 7: Lake
Cheng Cheng had never hated snow so much. The heavy snowfall paralyzed the airport, with apologetic announcements constantly coming through the speakers as flight arrival times were repeatedly delayed. The waiting chairs were packed with people, a baby next to her was crying loudly, and a red-haired boy across from her scattered potato chips all over the floor. She went outside to smoke, and an Indian woman in a sari immediately took her seat, setting down her backpack with relief. It was already dark outside, and the snow was still falling. The path in front of the door had just been cleared but was already covered with another layer of white frost. She pulled up her hood, cupping her hands around the flame to light a cigarette in the cold wind.

After a four-hour delay, the plane finally landed at JFK Airport. Cheng Cheng stood behind the barrier, watching Xia Hui come out, truly feeling as if she was waiting for something. He looked like an utterly ordinary middle-aged man, dragging a heavy suitcase, appearing particularly small and thin among the crowd of white people. He had probably slept for a long time on the plane, and his dreams had left his hair slightly disheveled. Xia Hui walked toward her. She put away the white paper with his name on it that she had been holding – her arm was sore from holding it up for so long. She took his suitcase and briefly introduced herself.

The car left the airport, heading toward the city. They made small talk about New York. He had been here three times, all brief visits. He said he didn’t like this place, feeling that all international metropolises were the same. He preferred ancient and quaint cities, like Toledo in Spain. He asked how long she had been here. Five years, she said.

“I studied for two years first, then started working.”

“Always at this Chinese association?”

“No, I’m just temporarily helping out for the literature festival.”

“Do you like literature?”

“Oh, no, another girl had something come up, so I’m replacing her.” She turned to smile at him. “I know nothing about literature.”

He nodded magnanimously. She felt a gaze looking down from above, tinged with some pity.

Near the hotel, he took a phone call. After hanging up, he sighed:

“I still have to meet two friends. I haven’t even written tomorrow’s speech yet.”

“Writers should all be able to speak off the cuff, shouldn’t they?”

“It would certainly be easy to muddle through – after all, it’s just the same old routine, said forward and backward. Sometimes I want to say something different, but alas, I just can’t find the time.”

“Mm.” She nodded, indicating that she understood very well.

The car stopped at the hotel entrance, and a doorman in a black cloak came up to carry the luggage. The hotel lobby was decorated in 1930s nostalgic style, with dim lighting that trembled slightly, and low jazz music brushing past their ears like feathers. He walked over to embrace the guests sitting on the sofa. They were an elegantly dressed American couple in their fifties – the man had silver hair and a ruddy complexion, looking somewhat like Clinton before he lost weight, while the woman wore large pearl earrings and bright red lipstick.

Cheng Cheng went over to help him check in, handing his documents to the young man at the front desk. She stood there waiting with her elbow propped on the desk, casually picking up a nearby brochure to read. It turned out that Woody Allen played clarinet here every Monday. She remembered watching “Vicky Cristina Barcelona” with Lu Lu – a love story about taking small risks. But the admission ticket cost two hundred dollars, which seemed too expensive even with dinner included.

She walked over, apologizing for interrupting their conversation, then asked whether he needed a smoking room and had him choose from among several newspapers the hotel provided for guests.

“This is Cheng Cheng, she’s very capable,” Xia Hui introduced her, naturally placing his hand on her shoulder. She greeted them somewhat awkwardly. As she walked away, she heard them discussing the novel he had just finished.

“I read it in one sitting, it was absolutely wonderful. I loved it so much,” the woman said excitedly, her Chinese extremely fluent. “Jeffrey thought it was great too, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” the man called Jeffrey paused, seeming not very confident about his Chinese. He rolled his eyes several times, finally settling on the right words. “Very passionate.”

“This theme is so good, it’s sure to attract attention from foreign media,” the woman said.

Xia Hui smiled slightly: “I hope the English edition can come out next autumn.”

The woman nodded: “We’ll do our best.”

After completing the check-in procedures, she handed him the room key card and bid them goodnight. As she turned to leave, he called out to her:

“Would you like to join us for drinks?”

She smiled and shook her head, said goodnight again, and walked out through the hotel’s revolving door. A group of reporters stood in the cold wind, shivering as they held their cameras. The dark lenses were like sniper rifles, sweeping across her face before moving away coldly, continuing to aim at the rotating door panels. They were waiting for some celebrity staying at the hotel. This hotel was famous – she knew this from entertainment magazines, something about who was having an affair with whom here, though she couldn’t remember the details.

The hotel was on Madison Avenue, surrounded by high-end fashion stores and tasteful galleries. She walked toward the nearest subway station. Although it was long past closing time, those shop windows were still lit, burning brightly like fireplaces in rich people’s homes in the cold snowy weather. A homeless man sat cross-legged beneath them, leaning against the glass window as if seeking warmth. If she hadn’t been worried about losing her composure, she really would have liked to have a drink. Xiao Song always said she was transformed from a white snake and would revert to her true form when drunk, rolling on the ground trying to shed her human skin. She would wake up remembering nothing, only feeling very tired, as if she had desperately tried to reach for something but could never quite grasp it.

She got off the subway and walked out of the underground passage. Cold wind rushed up, blurring her eyes. She remembered the first time she met Lu Lu, right at this intersection. At that time Lu Lu had already rented their current apartment and was looking online for a roommate. She came to the subway station to meet Cheng Cheng and take her to see the place. While waiting for the red light, Lu Lu turned to her and said:

“You know what? Every day when I leave home and walk onto the street looking at the people around me, I can’t help but shout in my heart, ‘I love New York!'”

Cheng Cheng stared at Lu Lu in a daze. She didn’t love New York; she didn’t love anywhere. Perhaps moved by that kind of passion she herself would never have, she had already decided to live with Lu Lu even before seeing the apartment.

She reached their apartment building. The whole building looked very deserted. The Singaporean girl next door had moved away, and some people had gone home for Christmas and hadn’t returned yet. She didn’t know if they would come back. She fumbled for her keys to open the door. The lock was newly changed, but the old key hadn’t been removed from the keyring yet, so she always inserted the wrong one first and had to try again.

Yesterday, Lu Lu’s aunt had moved away those two boxes of belongings. Now that room was empty, with only the Polaroid photos stuck to the wall not yet taken down. The girl’s powder-white face in the photos reflected an eerie light in the darkness.

She returned to her own room. Large cardboard boxes and bulging travel bags were piled on the floor, scattered with expired magazines and tangled charging cables. There was only a week left until the end of the month, and she still had many things to organize. She sat down at the writing desk, took out the bacon sandwich and macaroni salad she had bought on the way, opened her computer, and ate while checking emails. Xiao Song called.

“Come to my house for dinner tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow night? I have a reception to attend.”

“It’s my mom’s birthday.”

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“How was I supposed to know you’d be so busy?”

“How am I busy?”

“Aren’t you? No one answered when I called.”

“Please look at how heavy the snow is outside. The plane was delayed for several hours. I didn’t pick him up until after eight and take him to the hotel.”

“See, you really are busy. Was I wrong?”

“Enough, Xiao Song.”

“Right, enough.”

Neither of them spoke. Recently, because of work and moving, they had been fighting constantly – they fought so much they had developed an understanding. Whenever they were about to start fighting, both would shut their mouths.

After a while she said: “You all eat dinner first. As soon as the reception ends, I’ll rush over. It shouldn’t be too late.”

“Whatever you want.” Xiao Song hung up.

Cheng Cheng continued eating her sandwich. The bacon was terribly unpalatable, but she seemed to have a responsibility to finish it. “Don’t be willful,” she seemed to hear Xiao Song say. She realized she was becoming more and more like Xiao Song’s family – having no preferences about things, only responsibilities.

Actually, attending that reception wasn’t part of her duties; it wouldn’t matter if she didn’t go. She just didn’t want to go to Xiao Song’s house for dinner. Everyone would sit there with nothing to say, just silently eliminating the food in front of them – there was nothing more boring in the world. Xiao Song’s mother used to work in a factory cafeteria and was accustomed to cooking in large pots. She always made too much and kept adding rice and dishes to everyone’s plates, afraid someone might not have enough to eat. That kind of warmth was rare to see in America and had initially made her feel very close to home.

Xiao Song’s parents ran a food store in Chinatown, selling Chinese pickled vegetables, hot pot seasonings, frozen fish balls, and egg dumplings. They carried a strong smell of pickled vegetables that always reminded her of being led by her mother as a child to state-run food stores, where sales clerks wearing sleeve guards would use long-handled ladles to stir around in huge pickle vats.

Xiao Song’s parents had always lived within the Chinese community. After more than ten years here, they still couldn’t speak a complete English sentence. For this family, immigration seemed merely like packing up people and house onto a cargo ship, transporting them across the Pacific to the American continent, and finally placing them in an apartment building in Queens, New York. Even if they had been transported to the Himalayas or Antarctica, they would still be living in the same house. That house was like a tightly closed clam shell that wouldn’t let even a wisp of New York’s wind blow in. After this month, she would have to move in and live with them. Just thinking about it made her feel like she couldn’t breathe. Something she had always resisted was finally about to happen.

She took a shrimp-colored dress from the closet, planning to wear it to tomorrow’s reception. The dress was Lu Lu’s. Typical Lu Lu style – deep V-neck, embedded with glittering beads, tight at the waist, with understated little lace trim on the hem.

While organizing Lu Lu’s things, she discovered many of her own belongings. Glittery eyeshadow, tropical-style wide headbands, charm-filled bracelets, and pearl earrings. Lu Lu had spotted her weakness for being indecisive and always encouraged her to buy things that didn’t suit her. After they sat unused for a while, Lu Lu would quietly appropriate them. She was very surprised the first time she found her own things in Lu Lu’s room.

“In my heart, we’re inseparable – what’s mine is yours, what’s yours is mine. If you asked me for anything, I’d definitely give it to you,” Lu Lu argued defensively.

When packing all the items into boxes, she kept a few of Lu Lu’s clothes and a pack of unfinished Marlboro cigarettes.

She put on that dress and looked at herself in the mirror, vaguely remembering how Lu Lu used to look wearing it.

When she first arrived in New York, Lu Lu told her not to miss any reception, even if she didn’t have an invitation. In fact, Lu Lu never had invitations. She would just buy an art magazine, flip to the last page, find gallery opening previews that interested her, and copy down the times and addresses. Lu Lu bought this dress because of a reception. That time she went along with Lu Lu. That was the only reception she had ever attended.

Lu Lu moved through the crowd clutching a cocktail, wearing 10-centimeter high heels yet moving as nimbly as a leopard. She quickly identified who among those people had connections and went up to chat with them. She discussed the paintings on the walls with them, as well as recent popular exhibitions and concerts. All her insights came from magazines and hearsay from other social occasions. But it was enough, Lu Lu said. The most important point was that no matter what you said, don’t praise – complain. Complain that a certain restaurant’s taste was much worse than before, that Broadway operas were now simply unwatchable, that the hidden little bars in Brooklyn were now packed with foreign tourists. The other person would definitely respond enthusiastically – the biggest characteristic of New York City was that it gathered people from all over the world who were never satisfied with life.

Lu Lu looked very charming, wearing a dress that closely resembled this season’s new style from Barneys, carrying an imitation Celine handbag. No one would know she shared a room with someone else in the Bronx. Cheng Cheng would never have this kind of confidence. She unconsciously retreated to the outskirts of the crowd, standing alone in a corner, hoping not to be noticed. However, she was still noticed – first by a woman who came up asking where the restroom was, then after a while, a man looked around and handed his empty wine glass to her. To make herself look busy, she started pretending to look at the paintings on the wall, studying them with complete concentration, even including the names and dimensions on the cards beside them. Later, a Chinese boy wearing a baseball cap rescued her. He came over to talk to her, saying she was the only person at the entire reception who was seriously appreciating these paintings. She was worried he would ask for her evaluation of those paintings, but fortunately he didn’t. They chatted for a while, and she gradually relaxed. The gallery invited important guests to join them for dinner. Lu Lu had struck up a conversation with some guest and left with him. Cheng Cheng and the baseball cap boy were among the few who stayed behind. They drank the remaining cocktails on the table and stood there talking for a long time, until the waitstaff came out and took the glasses from their hands.

They went to a motel. The room was as cold as a freezer, with the air conditioner dripping water like it had a cold. When they made love, the boy wore a comforter on top, and Cheng Cheng felt like she was in a pitch-black tunnel. Most of that winter was spent in the tunnel.

The boy was called Xiao Song. He didn’t have an invitation either, and it was his first time at such a reception. He was also accompanying a friend, and his friend had also abandoned him. She found they were really very similar – just like that, two abandoned people found each other. She didn’t know whether to feel sad or fortunate.

“To find such an out-of-place person at a reception, you really have talent,” Lu Lu looked disappointed in her.

“I’m different from you – I’m not someone who likes taking risks,” Cheng Cheng said. Lu Lu liked watching thriller movies – affairs, murders, inheritances… while Cheng Cheng preferred long and bland ones, like an old person basking in the sun, carefully recounting trivial past events.

“I don’t think so. Deep down you like it too, otherwise what are you doing running off to New York alone?”

Coming to New York alone was the biggest risk Cheng Cheng had ever taken in her life. Perhaps it was too big – even gravity disappeared. For a long time, she felt like she was in a state of free fall.

“Didn’t you come here wanting to live differently than before?” Lu Lu said. “Those were your own words to me.”

Cheng Cheng shook her head. “Now I feel everywhere is the same.”

Dating Xiao Song perhaps meant a complete compromise with life. The only thing she persisted in was still living with Lu Lu. Xiao Song didn’t like Lu Lu and had asked her early on to move in with his family, but she had always refused. She needed Lu Lu, though not very much. Lu Lu was like a skylight that allowed her to look up from time to time and see the changing scenery outside. That was New York’s scenery. Knowing it was only a temporary state, she still tried to maintain it, like staying in bed in the morning. Until one day, a deafening bell woke her up.

That was her first time dealing with American police. When she came home in the evening, she saw them standing below the apartment building. Their blue uniforms made her inexplicably nervous, as if she were an undocumented stowaway.

The entire building was cordoned off. The door was wide open, brightly lit inside, with people standing everywhere. How she hoped Lu Lu was throwing a party at home. She sat on the sofa, waiting for the police to take her for questioning. They were still busy, going in and out of that room as if they could still save something. Many feet moved across the floor, carefully stepping around a shadow in the middle. A deep plum-colored shadow that filled the periphery of her vision. She hugged her knees and buried her face.

The Singaporean girl living next door stood in the doorway asking what had happened here. The police told her that a woman named Li Wenjuan had been murdered. He didn’t understand tones and pronounced the three characters “Li Wenjuan” all in flat tone. Li Wenjuan was Lu Lu’s name. Although she herself had never liked it, when she died, she still had to be called by this name.

The police initially suspected it was a crime of passion, with the perpetrator being a Russian man the victim had started dating two weeks earlier.

“Have you seen him?” The police officer waved his photo.

She shook her head. The man looked like he carried the coldness of the Caucasus, very haggard, with a full beard. She remembered Lu Lu had once had a boyfriend with a full beard.

“You can’t date men with full beards,” Lu Lu said through gritted teeth after they broke up. “They’re all savages, dark inside.”

The police said when leaving that they would let her know if there were any new developments. But they never called.

The next day was the opening of Literature Week. Xia Hui had a speech in the afternoon. Cheng Cheng really wanted to attend, but Chen Bin sent her to arrange the evening reception. Chen Bin was the head of the Chinese association. While saying the opening reception must be dignified, he also had her go change to a cheaper champagne.

She didn’t arrive at the venue until 3 PM – Xia Hui’s speech had already ended. It was tea break time, and people were all standing outside. Xia Hui was talking with two women, holding a cup of coffee. She hadn’t eaten lunch and felt dizzy from hunger, so she hurriedly took a few pastries. Chen Bin came over with an ugly expression and quietly told her that Xia Hui was unhappy, complaining that his speaking order had been arranged after those two exile writers, and that when the host introduced him, they had gotten the name of his work wrong. He said this was the worst literature festival he had ever attended, claiming he would cancel the media interviews and wouldn’t attend the evening reception either.

“You go soothe his mood. The guest list for the reception was announced long ago – if he doesn’t come, we’ll be embarrassed.”

“Me?”

“Yes. He has a good impression of you. Before his speech he even asked me why you hadn’t come,” Chen Bin said.

One of the two women left, leaving the one in a mustard yellow tweed suit gazing at Xia Hui with infatuation. Cheng Cheng knew this Mrs. Yang – she had come when they were setting up the venue the day before yesterday, complaining that Chen Bin hadn’t sent her an invitation. Chen Bin immediately shifted the blame to Cheng Cheng and even criticized her in front of that woman. After Mrs. Yang left, Chen Bin said there were many such people who mixed in various events in Chinese circles, thinking they were socialites.

Cheng Cheng took two more pastries and a cup of coffee. The fruit tart tasted good – the strawberries drizzled with syrup made one feel happy. A cold, stern gaze shot over from the distance, as if wanting to knock over the plate in her hands. She looked up to see Chen Bin staring at her.

She stuffed the remaining fruit tart into her mouth, threw away the paper cup and plate, and walked toward Xia Hui. She didn’t walk right up to him but stopped at some distance, waiting for him to notice her. His gaze swept past then returned, settling on her, his face showing surprise.

“You seem to have lost a little weight,” he said with a smile as she approached. Mrs. Yang turned around to see it was her, looking puzzled:

“You two already know each other?”

“We only met for the first time yesterday.”

Mrs. Yang’s mouth opened slightly, her expression astonished. Cheng Cheng quickly changed the subject:

“Did the speech go smoothly?”

“Very wonderful. Just too short – we all wanted to hear you say more,” Mrs. Yang said to him with a smile.

Xia Hui smiled and turned to look at Cheng Cheng: “You really should have come with us yesterday – that bar was fantastic.”

Cheng Cheng said nothing, looking down at her boots. The air congealed between them. After a while, Mrs. Yang said:

“Sorry, I have something else to do. I’ll leave first.” As she left, she glanced at Cheng Cheng with contempt.

Cheng Cheng asked Xia Hui: “Did I interrupt your conversation?”

“Of course not. You rescued me. Couldn’t you tell?”

“I thought you were used to it by now, able to handle any situation with ease.”

“I keep reminding myself not to become like that.”

“Why?”

“Writers must write because they feel unadapted to this world. If they’re adapted to everything, what would there be to write about?”

“Writers are all willful, aren’t they?”

“This doesn’t count as willful.”

“Then does suddenly canceling interviews and refusing to attend dinner count?”

“Oh, so that’s what you’re getting at.” He laughed. “I forgot you work here.”

“I just think since you’re already here, why not participate?”

“To tell the truth, I now refuse literature festivals of this caliber. This time I only came to see old friends.” He crushed the empty paper cup in his hand and walked over to throw it away. “Tomorrow night I have to fly to Paris – my French edition just came out, and several important newspapers want to do interviews.” He puffed out his cheeks and exhaled. “I want to give myself half a day off. I wonder if Miss Cheng would approve?”

“How could I have the authority to approve anything?” she said with a smile.

“But I don’t want to make things difficult for you.” He stopped smiling and looked at her sincerely.

“You won’t. I’m just responsible for some administrative trivia.” she said.

Staff members came out announcing that the second half of the meeting was about to begin, asking everyone to return to the venue. Xia Hui watched people file back in, then turned to her and said:

“Well, I have to go.”

“Now? You’re leaving right now?”

“Yes, while they haven’t sent another lobbyist, I’ll sneak away.”

“I’m not a lobbyist,” she muttered quietly.

“Alright, you’re not.” He put on his coat and draped the scarf that had slipped down over his shoulders. He didn’t leave immediately but still stood in place. She looked down, moving her feet to position them within the borders of the square tiles.

“Is this job important to you?” He put his hands in his pockets.

“Hm?” She was startled for a moment, then shook her head. “I’m just temporarily helping out.”

“Really?”

“Mm.”

“Then why don’t you come with me?”

“Where to?” She looked up.

“Let me think,” he said. “Go get your coat. I’ll wait for you at the main entrance.”

After Lu Lu’s death, she took extended leave, then quit her job at the community library. She used to be quite good at memorizing numbers and could recite the long call numbers on book spines. But after Lu Lu died, she suddenly couldn’t remember anything – seeing long strings of numbers made her very irritated.

She still lived in that apartment. She had agreed with the landlord to stay until the end of the month and clean the place thoroughly when she left. No matter how Xiao Song tried to persuade her, she said she just wanted to be alone and slowly organize things. The landlord had already posted rental notices, and people kept coming to see the apartment. They hadn’t read the newspapers and hadn’t met the Singaporean girl next door, so they didn’t know what had happened here. They only saw that the walls of the room were covered with Lu Lu’s Polaroid photos.

“She went back to her home country,” she explained. For a moment, she felt Lu Lu might really have gone back. Dying in a foreign land was perhaps a way of leaving the foreign land.

When Chen Bin came, she thought it was another person looking at the apartment, but he said he was looking for Lu Lu – he couldn’t get through on the phone, so he came to check. The Chinese association where Chen Bin worked was responsible for organizing meetings and exhibitions related to China. Recently they were planning a Chinese Literature Festival, and Lu Lu had agreed to help.

“Lu Lu rarely participated in this kind of activity,” Cheng Cheng said. Lu Lu had always looked down on any activities connected with Chinese people, considering them vulgar and decadent.

“That’s right, but this literature festival invited many famous writers,” Chen Bin said, “including Xia Hui. You probably don’t understand Lu Lu – she was a literature enthusiast who had read all of Xia Hui’s books. She said she absolutely had to get his autograph this time.”

“I’ve heard her mention him,” Cheng Cheng said. She didn’t know why she was lying.

“I can’t believe she’s gone…” Chen Bin’s eyes reddened. Cheng Cheng suddenly had an intuition: Lu Lu must have slept with him. They sat in silence, mourning the deceased for a while. When leaving, Chen Bin asked if she would be willing to replace Lu Lu and help out.

“There’s compensation, though not very much.”

Cheng Cheng agreed.

Xiao Song was firmly opposed, convinced that everything related to Lu Lu was dangerous.

“I just want to meet more people,” she said. She couldn’t tell him how lonely she felt after Lu Lu’s death.

No one saw them leave the venue. She worried someone might chase after them and walked quickly with him following behind. There weren’t many pedestrians on the street, and very few cars passed by. The swept-up snow was piled along the roadside like half-built snowmen. Two discarded Christmas trees lay beside the garbage bins. She rarely came to Manhattan’s Upper East Side – these streets were unfamiliar, with a strange coldness like stage sets. Listening to the footsteps following behind her, she felt like she was in a movie.

They crossed the intersection and walked to Central Park. Large patches of snow lay intact. Their boots stepped on it, kicking up thick snow powder. Startled squirrels scampered up trees and stood on branches watching them.

“Hey, can we stop?” he called out breathlessly from behind.

She stopped and turned around to look – he was already dozens of meters away.

“Running so fast, just like two fugitives!” He walked quickly to catch up.

“That’s right, we are breaking out of prison.”

“Why are you so excited? Your desire to escape seems even more urgent than mine.”

“How so?” She pulled up her collar and buttoned the top button of her coat. “Where shall we go now?”

“Find a place to sit for a while, okay?”

“Then we’ll have to keep walking – there are cafes up ahead.”

Near noon, there weren’t many people in the cafe, just a very old man sitting in the corner reading the New York Times. When ordering, he let her decide for him. The waitress with a ponytail quickly brought their drinks – her coffee, his English tea.

“This reminds me of skipping school as a child.” She tore open a sugar packet and poured half of it into her coffee.

“You skipped school? I thought you were always a good student.”

“Actually just once or twice.”

“For what reason?”

“No reason at all. There were two students in our class who often skipped school. I was curious about what they did outside while we were in class, so one day I ran out with them.”

“So what did you do?”

“We didn’t seem to do anything. I can’t remember – I just remember running out like that.”

He laughed: “So today is the same? I’m like that student who always skipped school?”

“Oh, I didn’t mean it that way,” she looked at him and asked tentatively, “Are you?”

“Yes, I started skipping classes in second grade,” seeing her surprised expression, he smiled knowingly, “but back then classes were suspended for revolution – even if you wanted to attend, there were none to attend.”

“What year was that?”

“1966. All of China was skipping school.”

“It’s really hard to imagine. It always sounds like another world.”

“I am someone who returned from another world,” he said.

“Well, alright.” She picked up her cup and found she had finished her coffee. The old man in the corner had left at some point, leaving only the two of them in the entire cafe. She felt momentarily dazed.

“Where shall we go now?” she asked.

“Don’t you want to stay here?” He squinted in the dense sunlight.

“Not particularly.” She said. She just felt they should go somewhere, so as not to waste this afternoon’s time.

“Do you have any ideas?” He leaned back against the chair.

“Didn’t you say you would think of something?”

“Mm, but I’m not familiar with this place at all. Every time I’ve come before, friends have taken me around.”

“Why not visit your friends then?”

“Which friends?”

“Any of them. Didn’t you say you have many friends here – sinologists, publishers, university professors… You could go see them. Don’t mind me, I can sit nearby. That would be nice – I like listening to interesting people talk.”

“They’re all very boring.”

“How could that be?”

“Really, just as boring as the people at the literature festival. Didn’t we just escape from there?”

“But they’re your friends. Being with them should be much more comfortable.”

“It’s more comfortable like this now. Don’t you think so? Let’s see how we feel later, okay?”

“Mm.” She nodded.

After a while, he suddenly sat up straight:

“I have an idea. Why don’t you take me to see those places you usually go? Coffee shops, restaurants, department stores, supermarkets – anything.”

“What’s there to see in those?”

“That way I can know what your ordinary life is like.”

“You’ll find it very boring.”

“I think it’s interesting. You just go about doing what you normally do, don’t take special care of me, just pretend I don’t exist.” He waved his hand, signaling for the check. “Come on, let’s go.”

She followed him out of the cafe. Things she normally did – buying day-old bread sold in bundles at the food store by the subway exit? Sitting on the zigzag fire escape below her apartment building daydreaming and feeding stray cats? How she wished this afternoon could be a little different.

Going to Union Square was a compromise choice. It was also a place she often went, and there were many shops and used bookstores – better than going near her residence, a plain, noisy, crowded residential area.

They decided to take the subway. Although the subway station was somewhat far, he was happy to walk there – he emphasized, completely following her usual way.

At the subway station, she stood in front of the automatic ticket machine to buy him a ticket. He looked at the red, round-bellied coin purse in her hands with an admiring expression:

“So many coins.”

She put the change into it, pulled the drawstring tight, and handed it to him. He held it in his palm and weighed it a few times:

“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen so many coins.”

“Because you’re too rich.”

“No, in China, coins are becoming increasingly rare – they’ve become obsolete.”

“Really? That’s such a pity. I really like using coins. When paying, I try my best to come up with the exact amount – it gives me a sense of accomplishment.” She laughed at herself.

He looked at her with bright eyes, like discovering an unnamed asteroid in the night sky.

She went to the restroom while he waited outside the subway entrance. When she returned, a Black man was talking to him. He just shook his head, waving his hands repeatedly with an impatient expression. He had misunderstood the man’s intention, thinking it was begging or sales, when in fact he was asking for directions. She walked up and told him how to get there. Xia Hui looked somewhat embarrassed.

She actually hadn’t noticed that he couldn’t speak English. At the conference there were translators, the friends he met yesterday spoke Chinese, and there was no occasion that required him to speak English. Perhaps there never had been – he was always protected, never falling into such an awkward situation. He seemed to have his pride wounded and remained silent all the way, just following closely behind her like a child afraid of being lost.

They came up from the central subway exit at Union Square, surrounded by a circle of shops large and small, with exciting red “SALE” signs pasted on the windows. She asked if he wanted to buy any gifts for his family; he said no. She pointed out a large store to him, telling him the third floor had a very good home goods section where she had bought several cushions and a lampshade. She asked if he wanted to go up and look; he hesitated for a moment and said either way was fine.

She had never shopped for home goods with a man before, let alone a strange man. The feeling was really odd – two people with no intersection in their lives looking at various things meant to be placed in homes: warm, soft things for bedside, things that touch the skin. She picked out a coral fleece pajama set as a birthday gift for Xiao Song’s mother.

Earlier she had worried this afternoon would pass too quickly; now she felt it was extremely long. She took him to a famous used bookstore. But he couldn’t read English and wasn’t interested in those books, only asking her to show him books by Chinese writers. She found them in a deep corner, occupying just the bottom two rows of a bookshelf – you had to squat down to see the titles. One of the books was his. But he said three of his books had been translated into English and asked her to look for the others. She knelt on the floor searching until her hair came loose, but there was still only that one book.

“This is a used bookstore. If you can’t find the books, it means no one was willing to sell them,” she consoled.

He nodded: “Just this one, ‘The Double,’ was translated poorly. What a pity.”

But she still decided to buy it and ask him to sign it. Later they sat down in the bookstore’s cafe. He turned the book to the title page, gripped his pen, looked up and asked her name – which two characters made up “Cheng Cheng.” A thought flashed through her mind: this book should belong to Lu Lu. Although she could still write her own name now, Cheng Cheng didn’t do so. She didn’t really believe in souls – death was when everything ended. So Lu Lu didn’t need any mementos.

The sky gradually darkened. They decided to go for dinner. Although he said anything was fine, she still carefully chose a restaurant in Central Park. They took a car back there.

The restaurant was by the lake, built to look like a boathouse. There happened to be an unreserved table by the window, looking out onto the frozen lake covered with thick snow.

“You chose a good place,” he said, looking outside. “Do you come here often?”

“I’ve only been here once,” she said with some regret. “If only we’d come earlier – once it gets dark, you can’t see anything.”

When ordering, he still wanted her to decide for him. She ordered beef for him and cod for herself. As she closed the menu and handed it to the waiter, he said:

“Let’s have some wine.”

They ordered a bottle of Chilean red wine. After she tasted and nodded, the waiter poured for both of them.

He raised his glass and clinked it with hers: “This afternoon has been very pleasant.”

She said: “Really? I made you walk so much.”

“Really,” he said. “Every time I go abroad it’s scheduled very full – meeting people, conferences, speeches, rushing from one place to another. I’ve never had an afternoon like today—”

“So aimless, right? Not knowing where to go at all.”

“Exactly – no purpose needed. People always have such strong purpose, which is why they live so tiredly.”

At this moment, outside the window the last light had faded, the lake’s outline had disappeared, leaving only a patch of fluorescent white suspended in the night.

He drank a little wine and gradually recovered his spirits.

“Do you live alone, or with your boyfriend?” he asked. This was the first time touching on personal topics.

“Alone. I used to have a roommate.”

“You don’t live with your boyfriend?”

“How do you know I have a boyfriend?”

“A feeling,” he said. “Don’t you?”

“I do.” She nodded.

“But you should be the kind of very independent girl who has her own space,” he said. “You’re very different from young women back home – you don’t have that restless, greedy quality.” He frowned with disgust, as if he had suffered greatly from it.

“Sometimes I feel quite distant from this world,” she smiled. “Maybe because I’m an Aquarius.”

“Astrology again. Young people nowadays all seem to believe in it. Is it really accurate? Are all people divided into just a dozen or so types?”

“God has to create so many people, he must give them numbers and classifications,” she said. “Like books in a library – each one is different from all the others, but they’re also classified and numbered. That way when you want a particular book, you can find it quickly, and when adding new books, it’s easier to avoid duplicates.”

“You’re amazing,” he said, “turning God into a librarian.”

“I’m just making an analogy…” she quickly explained, afraid he’d think she was being blasphemous. In her imagination, writers all had firm beliefs.

The waiter brought their main courses. The beef and cod looked very appetizing. They cut them into pieces and exchanged with each other. She felt she should ask him some questions, but she really knew too little about literature.

“When you write, do you need a particularly quiet environment, completely isolated from the world?” she asked.

“When I was young, yes. I always wanted to hide somewhere with no people to write.”

“What about now?”

“Now I’m willing to stay in lively places, meeting friends every day, having some drinks.”

“Shouldn’t people prefer quiet as they get older?”

“Maybe I’m not old enough yet. But perhaps the older you get, the more you love liveliness,” he smiled. “I’m just talking about myself – other writers might not be like this.”

“I only know one writer – you. Whatever you’re like, I think they’re all like that,” she said.

“Then I’d better behave well,” he said.

She laughed. But he didn’t.

“Sometimes when I think about it, what difference does it make to write one more book or one less book? It’s all the same. I really don’t have the ambition I once had.” He gazed sadly at the lake outside.

After a while he turned back:

“I’m reminded of something from the past. Would you like to hear it?”

“Of course.”

“When I was writing my first novel, my son had just been born. Our house was small, so for peace and quiet, I went to live in the countryside for a few months. The place was very desolate – just a few empty houses. They said the feng shui was bad, so people had all moved away. I wrote my novel there, going to the nearest village for dinner in the evenings. One day I had been drinking and on the way back I stepped into empty space and rolled down the hillside. I was quite drunk and fell asleep right there. When I woke up I found myself lying on a big rock, facing a vast lake. It was just like a story from ‘Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio’ – waking up to find everything had vanished. At that moment I didn’t think of my wife and child. My first reaction was: what about my half-finished novel? Was it all an illusion that never actually existed?”

He sat there in a daze, as if waiting for himself to slowly return from the story. The waiter came over and took away the plates in front of them.

“At that time, I was perhaps a competent writer,” he said.

Two middle-aged men came in from outside, snow shaking off their leather shoes onto the floor. The fireplace crackled with flames in the corner. The couple at the neighboring table silently studied their menus.

“I know that feeling you’re talking about,” she said after a while.

Many times, she also felt like she was in a dream. Lu Lu hadn’t died because she didn’t exist. Xiao Song’s family didn’t exist either – she had never come to America at all. It was all a dream, and dreams were like long tunnels that you just had to pass through.

Going to the restroom, she followed a crack between the wooden floorboards, testing whether she could still walk in a straight line. In the mirror, her lips were stained black-purple by the wine, as if she’d been poisoned. Her phone vibrated in her pocket, Xiao Song’s name flashing on the screen. She reached out and turned it off, feeling a hint of malicious pleasure.

Xia Hui suggested going to a bar for another drink, and she agreed without thinking. She needed something sharp to cut open the dream, then she could wake up.

Pushing open the restaurant door, cold air blew away the alcohol from her face. Her heart, like a clenched fist, slowly relaxed.

“Let’s walk onto the lake,” she turned around and said reluctantly.

“Ice skating?”

“I just want to stand on it. Don’t you think it’s like a piece of land no one has ever been to?”

“Don’t be silly – the ice will crack as soon as you step on it,” he said.

Several beautiful girls stood on the street, the cold wind carving sculptural features, their blue-violet eyeshadow trailing phosphorescent fire in the air. One girl came up and asked Cheng Cheng for a cigarette. She shrugged her eyebrows, helpless about being under eighteen. Cheng Cheng handed her a cigarette, pressed the lighter, and cupped her hand against the wind. The girl held the cigarette between her thin lips, tilting her head toward the flame. She smelled the girl’s sweet orange perfume.

The other girls also came over, smiling at them. She gave them her remaining pack of Marlboros.

“When I see these girls, I feel very sad,” she said, watching their retreating figures.

“Why?”

“I feel old, and like I was never young.”

“Little girl, where have you gotten to? The road is still long ahead.” He reached over and patted her head. Her eyes immediately reddened.

Going from the lakeside restaurant to the bar was like falling from clouds to earth. The ambiguous lighting melted the snowflakes in their hair, winter’s solemnity drowned in frivolous music. People shouted as if everyone was intimate with everyone else. Sitting there, they seemed somewhat out of place. Their coats draped over chairs, the phone in her pocket vibrating against her back like a heart about to jump out. She felt a little sorry for Xiao Song.

Xia Hui gestured to the waiter for another bottle of wine.

“You have to catch a flight tomorrow.”

“It’s fine.” He looked at her as if saying they had all the time in the world.

“You know,” she drained the wine that had just been poured, “I have a friend who really admires you. She’s read all your books.”

“Really?” He smiled slightly, seeming already accustomed to it.

She swirled her glass and said sadly: “She should have been the one to come. But me, I’ve never read your books. I know nothing about you.”

“Isn’t that good?” he said. “Nothing between us.”

“No, it’s not. If it were her, she’d have so much to talk about with you.”

“Silly girl, no need to talk. Come here,” he said softly, “sit over here.”

She stood up and knocked over the wine glass in front of her. She stumbled over, and he pulled her into his arms. He began kissing her, one hand gently stroking her back as if she were a cat. She heard blood pounding against her temples. The glass rolled clinking on the table. Wine ran down the table edge, dripping onto her boots. He said in her ear:

“Let’s go to your place, okay?”

“I don’t want to go back, never again.” She shook her head desperately.

“Why?”

She didn’t speak.

He cupped her face and kissed her lips again. Around his sunken eye sockets were many wrinkles, trembling with his heavy breathing.

“Let’s go,” he said.

She smiled, her mind conjuring the hotel where he was staying. The revolving door, chandeliers, closing elevator, corridor with dark-patterned carpet, at the end a tightly shut door. His room, like a mysterious drawer slowly opening. Jazz music drifted up from the bar downstairs – she almost forgot, an impromptu performance belonging only to tonight.

“Woody Allen,” she said softly.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing.” She shook her head. The black check folder was already on the table. He took moldy green bills from his wallet, the waiter closed the check folder and took it away. She watched the waiter leave, his figure split in two by a beam of light. She was too hot, about to melt.

“Let’s go,” he said.

“Where?” she murmured.

She remembered getting in a taxi, kissing in the back seat. Part of her consciousness was very clear, like the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror, staring intently at herself. She could even give the apartment address and direct the driver around several small streets, stopping accurately downstairs. She also remembered taking the wrong key again when opening the door. She removed the old key from the keyring and threw it away.

After that, her memory became very vague. It seemed only she remained, painfully turning over, her skin burning like iron, sparking. Until an unreal morning arrived, she saw herself stumbling downstairs. The sky showed a merciful light gray. A stray cat sat on the fire escape, staring at her warily like encountering a stranger.

Lu Lu walked over from the distance to meet her, wearing another black dress she had left behind, its long hem without a single wrinkle.

“Let’s go quickly, we’re running out of time.” She took Cheng Cheng’s hand.

“Where to?”

“Don’t be afraid,” Lu Lu smiled. “There are still many places in New York you haven’t been to.”

They walked for a long time and came to the lakeside. In the center of the water was a small island, blindingly white.

“We have to swim across. Is that okay?” Lu Lu turned to ask her.

She couldn’t swim, but that didn’t matter. She nodded.

With a splash, Lu Lu disappeared into the water. She also dove in, following closely behind Lu Lu. Then a strange sound came from the distance. Like someone beating drums. Before she could identify it clearly, the sound had wrapped around her like a rope, pulling her in some direction.

Cheng Cheng opened her eyes and heard urgent knocking on the door.

“Open up! Open up!” Xiao Song roared outside.

She sat up and saw Xia Hui clutching a bundle of clothes, rushing to the wardrobe and nimbly slipping inside after pulling open the door.

“Open up! I know you’re in there!” Xiao Song pounded the door with his fists.

Cheng Cheng jumped out of bed and opened the wardrobe door. Xia Hui huddled in the corner, his face buried in a hanging lotus-pink dress.

“That’s Lu Lu’s dress.” She frowned and reached in to pull him out.

“You need to leave,” she said.

“Now?” Xia Hui looked at her in terror, pointing toward the door. “But…”

She seemed not to hear anything, grabbing his arm and bringing him to the door.

“At least wait…” His face was deathly pale, almost pleading.

She yanked open the door and pushed him out. About to close it, she felt something trip her foot – Xia Hui’s coat. She kicked it out and shut the door.

She returned to bed and closed her eyes. Xiao Song roared loudly, as if fighting with Xia Hui. Gradually, the sounds outside grew fainter and fainter, like looking back at scenery on shore as it grew smaller and smaller, shrinking to black dots. She gazed ahead – she could no longer see Lu Lu’s figure. The white island was about to disappear. She plunged headfirst into the water, spreading her arms and swimming toward it with all her might.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 8: Animal-Shaped Fireworks
In the early morning, Lin Pei woke from chaotic dreams. He drew open the curtains to reveal an apricot-gray sky outside, with the moon hanging low like a small piece of burnt-out charcoal. The last day of the year had arrived. Tomorrow would be New Year’s.

He sat on the bed, recalling his earlier dream. In it, he seemed to be departing on a long journey, with a stranger coming to the platform to see him off. At the moment of parting, the person suddenly ran up and pressed a handful of fennel into his hand. He stood at the window staring at the person’s retreating figure in a daze as the train swayed and began to move. In the dream, there was no station name on the platform, and the train was completely empty. He sat alone in the cramped carriage, not knowing where he was going. All of this was vague and unclear – a rather crude dream, like being on a hastily constructed stage that announced from the beginning that everything was fake, with no intention of inviting you into the performance.

Only the handful of fennel clutched in his hand, damp with moisture and sweat, emitting a strong, rich fragrance, was so real it was almost aggressive.

Dreaming of fennel meant that something lost would be found – a superstitious ex-girlfriend had told him this. Shortly after she dreamed of fennel, she was taken away by a former boyfriend. But her superstition seemed to have infected him. He had forgotten what she looked like, yet still remembered her strange superstitious pronouncements.

Lin Pei sniffed the hand that had clutched fennel in the dream and lit a cigarette. What could be lost and found again? He recalled the things he had lost – enough to make a list several pages long. For someone accustomed to loss, finding one or two items wasn’t particularly remarkable. But thinking it over, he couldn’t think of anything particularly worth getting back. He didn’t know why, but those things that had once been precious, when recalled after being lost, seemed merely ordinary, as if they had become much more mundane. He had no way to keep them, but he had a way of letting them rust in his memory.

When the phone rang at noon, Lin Pei was in the partition room of his studio, tending the stove. The stove wasn’t heating again. It had broken down countless times this winter. The wheat straw pellets he bought were mixed with impurities and couldn’t burn completely, filling the room with black smoke. He put down the iron hook in his hand and pulled out his phone from his pocket. Song Yu’s name jumped on the screen. He crouched on the ground, watching it flash and then go dark.

He walked out of the smoke-filled little room and removed his mask. The studio was as cold as a giant freezer. Above were two rows of incandescent lights with their blackened shades removed, the bright tubes exposed, illuminating everything like perpetual daylight and making one lose sense of time. This was precisely why he liked staying in the studio – isolation, self-sufficiency. He gradually derived a perverse pleasure from this solitude.

He walked to the sink in the corner, unzipped his pants with one hand, and stood slightly on his tiptoes. This sink was originally for washing brushes and paint palettes, but since the toilet’s water pipe had frozen and burst, he also urinated here. He watched his urine wash away the remaining cobalt blue paint from the sink’s edge, and then the remaining urine was washed away by water.

A few days ago, Da Chen next door had also moved away. The entire art district seemed empty. The snow that fell last week remained intact by the roadside, and the stray cat no longer came to check its empty bowl in front of the house. When evening came, everywhere was pitch black and desolate. When he left here, he occasionally saw lights in a few windows, but the people inside were no longer those he used to know. They looked very young, probably recent art school graduates, several of them sharing a studio, making silly sculptures and feeding a mangy local dog. Sometimes they called it Jeff, sometimes Koons – they couldn’t seem to make up their minds. It took him a long time to realize it was the famous Jeff Koons!

All the artists who had originally moved in with Lin Pei had left. Either they had moved to better places or changed professions. He couldn’t move to a better place and couldn’t convince himself to change professions, so he remained here. Several times, he felt those young boys regarding him with pitying looks, as if he were something as ridiculous as the Cultural Revolution slogans left on the walls.

He put the kettle on the induction cooker and took down the tea canister from the shelf. While waiting for the water to boil, he took out his phone and looked again at the missed call. It was indeed Song Yu. A long-lost name. By his count, they probably hadn’t been in contact for five or six years, perhaps even longer.

Song Yu was one of the first people to collect his paintings. In his early years in Beijing, they had been quite close. At that time, Song Yu wasn’t as wealthy as he was now, and he was still a highly regarded young painter. His first solo exhibition had generated enormous response – various magazines competed to interview him, collectors all wanted to meet him, auction house people searched everywhere for his paintings. The future looked bright, and success seemed only a step away.

To this day, he still couldn’t understand what had happened afterward. It seemed that overnight, the wind had changed direction and the goddess of fortune had turned away. Unconsciously, everything began going downhill. Try as he might, he couldn’t find the reason, so he had to attribute the turning point to a grain of sand.

On a windy day that April, a grain of sand blew into his eye. He rubbed it vigorously a few times, and his vision became blurred. At the hospital, they said it was partial retinal detachment. The doctor prescribed medicine and told him to rest at home. He lay in bed listening to the radio for a month, during which he didn’t paint a single stroke. Perhaps it was then that his talent was quietly taken away. When he stood before the canvas again, a feeling of disgust arose in his heart. He had no inspiration at all and didn’t want to paint anything.

He began spending time dating and attending various parties. He also joined wine tasting groups organized by friends, getting drunk once or twice every week. After living such a dissolute life for a while, he was forced to return to studio work because he owed too much in painting commissions. Later, several paintings failed to sell at auction. Several girlfriends left him. Several galleries fell out with him. After experiencing these setbacks, his life regained its quiet, just like when he first came to Beijing. The difference was that he had developed a drinking problem.

He couldn’t remember how Song Yu had stopped associating with him. Too many friends had left him during those years – Song Yu was just one of them, disappearing quietly from his world like everyone else. The last time seemed to be when he called Song Yu, and Song Yu didn’t answer. Now, looking at Song Yu’s missed call on his phone, he thought they were finally even.

“Our future master,” he remembered Song Yu liked to say while looking at him with a smile. At that time, he had bought so many of his paintings and had more confidence in his success than anyone. So later he must have been very disappointed. But that disappointment came too quickly. He couldn’t understand why they couldn’t wait a little longer (though facts proved that waiting longer would have been useless anyway). In the following year, Song Yu sold all the paintings he had previously bought. Businessmen of course always only value profit – he understood this and didn’t blame Song Yu. But what he couldn’t accept was that Song Yu had even sold the portrait he had painted of his son. To this day he still remembered every detail of that painting. The little boy lay on a table, staring at a spinning yellow top. Sunlight slanted in from the window, illuminating the boy’s right cheek. That patch of fuzzy light was extremely moving, with brushstrokes of incredible delicacy, displaying the sanctity and fragility unique to young life. He had spent nearly two months on that painting. “I’ll never be able to paint a better portrait,” he told Song Yu when delivering the work. “Fantastic! This is completely Wyeth’s light and shadow! I’m going to hang it above the fireplace in the living room!” Song Yu had said. A year later, “Wyeth’s light and shadow” was sent to a small auction company about to go bankrupt, sold for twenty thousand yuan, and bought by a businessman who sold hairy crabs.

The phone rang again. His taut nerves made the ringtone sound louder than it actually was. Still Song Yu – matching his most secret expectation. Seeing this name, his emotions were indeed difficult to calm. He admitted his feelings about Song Yu were somewhat fragile, perhaps because of those words of praise he had once spoken. Heaven knows how those charming words had come from Song Yu’s mouth. But he really felt Song Yu was different from others – he understood him.

After all these years, Song Yu owed him an apology, or at least an explanation. He thought of the dream about fennel, and with curiosity about what he might find again, he answered the phone.

Lin Pei brought a bottle of champagne, though he knew they wouldn’t drink it. But after all, it was celebrating the New Year – he wanted to appear happy and had deliberately worn a polka-dot shirt. He had left early to get a haircut at a nearby barbershop. Just out of politeness, he thought.

Song Yu no longer lived where he used to. The new house was somewhat remote, and it took him some time to find that Spanish-style villa district. It was already dark, and someone was setting off fireworks in the yard. The suburban sky had a merciless vastness. The fireworks bloomed in the air like thin daisies. Laughter came from inside the house. He stood at the door for a while before ringing the bell.

“How have you been lately? Are you free tonight? Come to my house to play – there’s a New Year’s party,” Song Yu had said on the phone, his tone so casual as if they had met just yesterday. But this kind of brief, ambiguous opening seemed to create even more expectation. So although he knew it would be cool to refuse immediately, he still said “okay.”

He stood at the door, waiting for the servant to fetch slippers.

“There are no slippers left…” A young girl with a short ponytail rushed out flustered. “Is it okay to wear these?” She held a pair of dark blue fuzzy slippers with a big-mouthed monkey head on each toe. Going in barefoot would be somewhat improper. He hesitated for a moment and took the slippers.

“These slippers are even glow-in-the-dark,” the ponytailed girl said. “In dark places, the monkey’s eyeballs will light up.”

The slippers were a bit small for him – he had to push forward forcefully to keep his heels from hitting the ground. He followed the maid through an entrance hall with a pair of blue and white general jars and into the living room. He had thought the girl would take him directly to see Song Yu, but she seemed to have no such intention and went straight into the nearby kitchen. He stood in the middle of the room looking around, launching into self-rescue like a drowning man. He didn’t recognize a single person. He actually felt relieved and walked to the long table to pick up a glass of champagne.

Alcohol was something he had to be especially careful with. To quit drinking, he had lived in Yunnan for a while. There he played soccer, rode bicycles, climbed mountains, exhausting himself every day and going to bed as soon as it got dark. Occasionally he would smoke some leaves, but that stuff didn’t work well on him. After staying like this for over two months, when he returned he felt like a new man.

He didn’t plan to drink this champagne, at least not now. He just wanted to hold something in his hand – it made him look less bored. The guests were mostly businessmen. He heard several people discussing a real estate project. Those women nearby discussing skiing in Hokkaido were probably family members – judging by their relaxed faces, they should all be first wives. A painting hung on the wall – one of Dalí’s worst late works. He stared at it for a while and decided to wander around the inner rooms.

It was a larger living room with dark red floral carpet. Near the door, a long table held Italian pasta, small sandwiches, and various desserts. Beside it, an alcohol burner heated plum-colored mulled wine. Guests holding plates chatted enthusiastically, occupying almost every corner of the room. He recognized two women leaning against the wall – one was an art magazine editor who had interviewed him before. The other worked at a gallery – he’d forgotten her name, and the gallery’s. They didn’t seem to recognize him. He was a bit hungry but felt that eating alone would look too lonely. He decided to wait until he met someone he could talk to.

Laughter came from the door behind him. That was Song Yu’s voice – he could tell, somewhat shrill and grating, especially when the laughter wasn’t very sincere. He turned around and peered through that door. It was a small parlor for smoking cigars, with sofas by the floor-to-ceiling windows. He couldn’t see the people sitting on them, only one man’s crossed leg and shiny black leather shoe. Walking in like this would attract attention from everyone inside. He didn’t want that. Song Yu should come out – he’d surely have to greet other guests, wouldn’t he? He decided to wait. Unfortunately, this room didn’t even have a decent painting to look at. The two oil paintings on the wall were by the same artist, both depicting women in qipao – one holding a sandalwood fan, the other carrying an oil-paper umbrella. He knew they were expensive but couldn’t understand what was good about them.

Returning from the restroom, he found his champagne had been cleared from the long table. With empty hands, he immediately felt uncomfortable. He had to go pour himself a cup of mulled wine. The hot wine with apple and cinnamon gave off a seductive aroma. But he didn’t want to drink yet, at least not before seeing Song Yu. A little girl, about five or six years old, appeared from somewhere and quietly approached the long table. She looked around carefully, then suddenly stood on tiptoe and grabbed a fruit tart, stuffing it into her coat pocket. She was thin with fine hands and long legs, perhaps too thin. After standing still for a few seconds, she quickly took another fruit tart and stuffed it into the other pocket. After waiting a bit, she launched another round of action, continuing until both pockets were bulging.

She spread her fingers and carefully licked between them, her eyes revealing an incredible hunger. Then she turned and ran toward the inner room. She must be a child brought by some guest – it was hard to imagine what her parents were like. Her behavior clearly didn’t fit this house or this party. However, this rather comforted Lin Pei, as if he had finally found someone even less suited to this place than himself.

“Hey, those are my shoes!” a shrill voice yelled.

He turned around to see a boy glaring fiercely at his feet.

“Your shoes?” he muttered.

The boy was about ten years old, wrapped in a dark blue tracksuit, so fat it was almost hopeless. So much fat surrounded him like a mighty army, giving him a kind of royal bearing – the kind of “royalty” whose luck had run out and been captured as a prisoner.

“Who told you to wear them?” The boy’s voice was thin and piercing. The fat had obviously blocked his hormone glands.

Lin Pei ignored him and walked away with his wine glass. After two steps, he stopped and turned around. He suddenly realized this fat boy was Song Yu’s son – the very one he had painted in that portrait.

He stared at the child, trying to find some trace of former spirit in his fat face – he had painted him and knew every subtle line on his face. But the fat rushing in from all directions had almost squeezed away his features. His heavy eyelids were about to collapse his eye sockets, and his formerly clear pupils were reduced to thin slits of light. In that best portrait he had ever painted, he still remembered sunlight kissing the tender cheeks like a blessed miracle. The boy was bathed in transparent light, as holy as an angel. How had he become like this? Every pore on his face was oozing oil, his gaze fierce, exactly like a butcher’s son. For this child, growing up had been a huge disaster.

“Do you remember? When you were little, I painted your portrait,” Lin Pei said. “You were much more adorable in that painting than you are now.”

“Who are you?” The boy was annoyed.

“Still eating so much?” Lin Pei pointed at the plate in the boy’s hands, piled high with food. “You can’t just give up on yourself…”

The boy trembled with anger, his whole body of fat shaking.

A middle-aged woman who looked like a nanny hurried over, apparently having been looking for him everywhere.

“Dudu, come on, let’s go.” The woman took the plate from his hands.

“Why is he wearing my shoes?”

“Alright, come on, your mother and the others are still waiting!”

The woman grabbed the boy’s hand and forcefully dragged him away.

“You wait!” the boy shouted back at him.

Lin Pei watched his round, thick back, feeling a wave of sadness – the beautiful things in the painting no longer existed. But quickly, the sadness was overwhelmed by a malicious satisfaction. They no longer deserved to own that painting, he thought. Maybe it was precisely because they sold that painting that the boy had grown to be the complete opposite of the person in the painting. This was their retribution.

Song Yu must have changed too. He suddenly felt apprehensive, worried that Song Yu had also become something terrible. He felt he should probably leave now. But he still felt somewhat unwilling – after thinking it over, he finally decided to go in and see Song Yu once.

He carried his mulled wine to the cigar room door, pretending to be attracted by a painting on the wall inside, and casually walked in.

“Ah, there you are,” he said to Song Yu with feigned surprise. Song Yu had indeed gotten somewhat fatter, but not to the point of losing his shape. He wore new gold-rimmed round glasses perched on his short, fat nose, looking somewhat cunning.

Song Yu was startled for a moment, immediately recognized him, smiled and greeted him, then looked him up and down meaningfully.

Lin Pei immediately felt the presence of those two big-mouthed monkeys on his feet, like a huge joke. He shrugged his shoulders, trying to shake off Song Yu’s gaze, then smiled somewhat awkwardly.

Song Yu turned to ask the people on the sofa: “This is Lin Pei, you all know him, right?”

The person sitting next to Song Yu lazily raised his hand. Lin Pei recognized him as the owner of a major auction house.

“We’ve met.” The gray-haired man in the single armchair nodded. More than met – back then at Song Yu’s house, Lin Pei had drunk with him many times. This person didn’t understand art but always loved pestering Lin Pei with questions, acting very admiring.

The other two men continued talking with their heads down, as if they hadn’t seen Lin Pei at all. They were both currently red-hot painters whom Lin Pei had seen at some exhibition openings, and they had certainly seen him too. He had been introduced to them several times, but when they met again, they still acted as if they didn’t know him.

Lin Pei was arranged in another single armchair. This chair was a bit far away, so he leaned forward.

“How are things? How have you been lately?” Song Yu held a lighter, relighting the cigar in his hand.

“Same as always,” he answered.

Song Yu nodded without speaking. When he realized Song Yu was looking at him with a sympathetic gaze, he understood that even “same as always” could be interpreted in completely different ways. For him, everything being as usual was the greatest comfort. But for Song Yu, this probably meant stagnant water and hopelessness. After a while, Song Yu suddenly exhaled a puff of smoke and said loudly:

“Oh right, you got married! Who told me that?” He seemed very excited, as if he had finally found some change in Lin Pei’s unchanging life.

Lin Pei immediately felt his scalp tighten. This was obviously the topic he least wanted to hear. For a long time, he had judged whether people harbored ill will toward him by whether they would bring up this topic.

“Don’t underestimate marriage. Sometimes, for artists, marriage is a new stimulus. When your living situation changes, your work might change too,” Song Yu looked like he was offering guidance. “How about it? Do you feel this kind of change?”

“I’m already divorced,” Lin Pei said.

“Oh…” Song Yu looked slightly embarrassed, then said to the auction house owner, “See? Artists are more carefree than us – they marry when they want to marry, divorce when they want to divorce.”

The auction house owner looked at Lin Pei and smiled slightly:

“You still have it easy. For us, it would be devastating.”

“More than that! We’d lose half our lives,” said the gray-haired man.

They all laughed. After laughing, there was a brief awkward silence. The three men lowered their heads and silently smoked their cigars. After a while, Song Yu said:

“Lin Pei, it’s been so long since we’ve seen each other. I really want to chat with you properly. But we still have some business to discuss here, so you see—”

He looked at Song Yu, not quite understanding, then hurriedly stood up. Just a second before, he had still harbored that sliver of hope, believing Song Yu wanted to repair their friendship. So even when the conversation was uncongenial, even when the topics were embarrassing, he had endured it. He never would have imagined that Song Yu could so directly tell him to leave. He was caught off guard, unable to say even one casual line to make himself appear indifferent.

“Stay and play a while longer – at midnight they’re going to set off fireworks, really big ones,” Song Yu said behind him.

His wine glass was left on the coffee table. He actually hadn’t forgotten, but he didn’t want to delay even the time it would take to pick it up, so he left that room as quickly as possible.

He drove those short slippers back to the living room. There seemed to be even more guests than before. A servant came out of the kitchen carrying hot grilled chicken skewers, and he had to dodge to the wall to let her pass. After she left, he still stood by the wall in a daze. He recalled Song Yu’s earlier expression, becoming more and more certain that he had known about his divorce all along but had deliberately made him say it himself. But he still couldn’t understand – had Song Yu made those two phone calls inviting him over just to see how down and out he was now? To toy with him like a clown and then tell him to get lost? Had rich people become so bored that they used this as entertainment? And he had actually thought Song Yu’s conscience had stirred and he wanted to apologize – what an absurd idea! He felt ashamed of his naivety. Laughter kept bursting from that cigar room. He felt they were all laughing at him. His hands and feet grew cold in waves. He had to leave – just drink something hot and go. He returned to the long table, poured another cup of mulled wine, and took a big gulp with a frown.

Someone tapped him on the shoulder from behind.

He turned around – it was Song Xia. She was smiling at him:

“Hi.”

She wore a taro-purple bodycon dress, her long curly hair swept into a loose chignon at the back of her head. Her full, luminous forehead, meticulous eyeliner. After five years of not seeing each other, every part of her seemed to be desperately proving to him that not only had she not aged, but she had become even more beautiful.

“I’m starving, are you hungry?” She wrinkled her nose at him. “How about we get some food and go eat together?”

He stared at her in a daze. She was so warm and friendly, he was actually a bit moved. He thought again of the fennel dream, that revelation about things lost and found.

Song Xia led him through the corridor and into a half-open door. That room was a place for tea and rest, more private, connected to a bedroom. It was very quiet, with only two middle-aged women sitting at a table drinking tea and chatting. They sat down on the sofa in the corner. The sofa was unimaginably soft – their bodies sank completely into it, startling them both. The wine in his hand nearly splashed onto her. She giggled.

He remembered there seemed to have been a similar scene before: they had sat side by side on a sofa eating. She laughed beside him, though at that time she didn’t yet have those teeth so white they were dazzling. It should have been at his place. But during that period he had moved several times, and he couldn’t remember which specific home it was. They had dated briefly, or rather they had slept together for a while – he didn’t know which description was more appropriate. From beginning to end, neither seemed to have any intention of living together. At least he hadn’t thought about it. But why? He had forgotten. In his memory, she was a somewhat flighty girl who had just graduated from school and worked at a gallery. They met through work, slept together after only a few meetings. After that they met irregularly, usually after she got off work – they’d have dinner together, then go to his place to make love. What was it like making love with her? Sitting beside her now, he tried hard to remember (this should count as affirmation of her current charm). Back then she was fatter than now, had some acne on her face, and her eyeliner wasn’t as smooth as it was now.

That kind of relationship lasted several months. Later when he asked her out, she always said she was busy. After two or three times like this, he stopped calling. After that he occasionally heard news about her: she had switched to another gallery, there were rumors about her and the boss there, then she left not long after. He didn’t know what happened after that, nor did he have any curiosity about it. Among the women he had dated, she belonged to the kind who left no trace. When he was young he found her too bland, but now he realized that was actually good. At least she wouldn’t bring any harm.

In the end, he still couldn’t remember any details of making love with her. He gave up. This instead made her seem more mysterious. Sometimes mysterious, sometimes intimate – the pendulum of emotion swung back and forth between the two, stirring his heart. He kept lifting his eyes to steal glances at her. Her profile was beautiful, a small pearl on her earlobe emanating soft light. He felt this evening was starting to improve.

“I didn’t know you’d be here,” he said, hesitating whether to explain why he was here. “Song Yu called me this morning…”

“I asked him to call you,” Song Xia said.

“Hm?”

“I said it had been so long since I’d seen you, why not invite you too.”

“Oh, really?”

“This spring he held a charity dinner, and I wanted to invite you then too. Someone from his company called you, but it seemed they couldn’t get through.”

“I was living on a mountain in Yunnan for a while.” He didn’t understand why, if she wanted to see him so much, she didn’t just call him herself.

“On the mountain,” she nodded. “Were you meditating every day?”

He shook his head. Song Xia laughed:

“Not copying sutras? That seems very popular lately.” She waved her index finger. “Let me tell you, now whenever I hear someone say they believe in Buddhism, I immediately get a headache.”

He smiled.

“This is your first time here, right?” she asked.

“Mm. What about you? You seem very familiar with it.”

“I haven’t been here for a long time either. Song Yu has been busy building his new palace, and this year he’s hardly organized any parties like this.”

Though he wasn’t particularly interested in knowing, out of politeness he still asked:

“New house?”

“He bought a courtyard house in the city center. After living in the suburbs for so long, he wanted to move back to the city. Sigh, they’re all like that.” She sighed, looking very concerned about ‘them.’ “But that courtyard house is really wonderful after renovation – next time we can have gatherings there. Actually they’ve already moved there. Today they came out to the suburbs just because of the fireworks. After the party ends, they’ll go back again. Hey, this house has been empty for a while and is already starting to feel a bit desolate – do you feel it?”

Lin Pei had already zoned out. He suddenly thought of a question: how did Song Xia know Song Yu? Wasn’t it through him? Back then he had taken her to Song Yu’s house, seemingly just that once. Not long after that, she started making excuses not to meet him.

Had the two of them gotten together? This thought circled in his mind, making him very irritated. Why should he be troubled by this? He didn’t care about her at all, did he? But for them to continue their relationship after dumping him – didn’t they feel any guilt? Now she could so naturally discuss Song Yu in front of him, even flaunting their friendship – it was simply too brazen.

Were the two of them still together? Maybe. They had maintained a secret lover relationship all these years. Or maybe not even lovers, just sleeping together sometimes. On the surface they looked like friends, so Song Xia could freely come and go from Song Yu’s house. Were the jewels on her body gifts from Song Yu? Was her perfume scent also what Song Yu liked? Undoubtedly, her beauty had changed in Lin Pei’s eyes. But this vulgar beauty built up with money could still arouse desire. A furious lust rippled through his body. The only way this terrible evening could end might be to take her away from here. That’s right, he had to take something away from this place.

When he picked up his glass again, he found the wine was finished. But his unsettled emotions demanded he drink more. So he went to get another glass of red wine.

Song Xia had cut the beef on her plate into fingernail-sized pieces. When she put them in her mouth with a fork, she tried as much as possible not to touch her bright red lipstick.

“You seem to rarely come to these kinds of occasions anymore,” she glanced at him quickly, “especially after your divorce…”

He didn’t speak.

“The melon and prosciutto rolls taste good – I forgot to tell you to get some. Should I share one with you?”

“No need, thank you.”

“Several of my friends know Li Xin. Everyone was very surprised at the time that you would actually marry her…”

“Oh, really?” He could almost imagine her wrinkling her nose while discussing him with others. Now he remembered why he had never thought about living with her. He hated her malicious, gloating expression when talking about others. It made him feel she wasn’t kind enough. (Good God, kindness was actually his standard for choosing women – if Song Xia knew this, she’d probably laugh until she couldn’t stand up straight.)

“Actually quite a lot of people know Li Xin’s background: constant lies, cheating people out of money everywhere, she couldn’t survive in this circle long ago. This time she owed so much money to others, everyone thought she was definitely finished, but unexpectedly there was still someone… you’re too easy to fool.” Her greasy mouth moved rapidly, looking triumphant. Seeing he didn’t speak, she sighed:

“You must have helped her pay back quite a lot of money.”

“Consider it charity – I believe in good karma,” he said with self-mockery.

“A while ago I saw her at a Western restaurant, wearing a very old hoodie, no makeup, messy hair – she seemed to have aged a lot suddenly. But she was never very good-looking anyway, never was. I just don’t know what you saw in her…”

His patience was finally exhausted. He interrupted her and asked:

“Honestly, you had Song Yu call me – is there something particular?”

“No.” She shook her head nonchalantly. “I just felt it had been so long since we’d seen each other, especially after hearing about your divorce, I was quite concerned about you…”

“Want to see just how miserable I am?”

“Good God, you really misunderstood! I just felt it had been so long since we’d seen each other…” She pondered for a moment, then finally spoke again: “And also – last year I opened my own gallery. Though it’s not large, I’ve already signed several excellent young artists. Maybe we’ll have a chance to collaborate in the future. I’ve always wanted to share this good news with you.”

Seeing him look at her with confusion, she smiled slightly:

“Do you remember? Back then I said I wanted to open my own gallery someday, and you lectured me not to aim too high. In your heart, I was probably destined to be a receptionist at galleries forever.”

“First, congratulations on opening your own gallery. Second, I really don’t remember saying anything like that. Okay, maybe I did, but I really didn’t mean any harm. If it made you unhappy, I apologize.” He paused. “But you wanted to see me so much just for this?” He was somewhat amused and exasperated.

“What else?” She blinked. “Good God! You don’t think I’m still interested in you now, do you?” Her voice was loud, and the two women chatting at the table both looked over.

“Of course not. How could that be?” he said immediately.

But she still looked at him suspiciously. He was extremely embarrassed, not knowing how to resolve this awkward situation.

Fortunately, at that moment the door directly in front opened with a bang. The fat boy walked out.

“Why can’t we set off fireworks yet!” he said in a tearful voice.

“Didn’t we tell you? We have to wait until twelve o’clock. It’s still early.” His nanny followed behind, holding his down jacket.

A little girl also came out of that door, standing quietly behind the fat boy like a ghost. It was the girl who had stuffed fruit tarts in her pockets earlier – now the pockets were flat.

“But everyone else is setting them off!” The fat boy stomped his feet and shouted. His small eyes glanced around and suddenly spotted Lin Pei sitting on the sofa. He pursed his lips and glared at him fiercely. The nanny also recognized him by the big-mouthed monkeys on his feet and quickly said to the boy:

“Let’s go, didn’t you want to go outside and look?”

She grabbed one of the boy’s arms and stuffed it into the down jacket sleeve.

“Don’t follow me!” The boy suddenly turned around and yelled at the little girl behind him.

The girl didn’t speak, just looked down at her feet.

“How many times have I told you, are you deaf!” The boy forcefully pushed the girl. She staggered and nearly fell. After steadying herself, she immediately shuffled closer to the boy again.

“Go back inside!” The boy grabbed one of her braids and dragged her toward that door. The girl let him drag her without making a sound. She was pushed forcefully inside, and the door slammed shut.

The boy left with the nanny in a huff. As soon as they left, the girl slipped out of the door again. Her braid had come loose, half her hair hanging down, and she wasn’t wearing her jacket. She ran in the direction they had gone.

“Who is this girl?” Lin Pei asked.

“A child Song Yu adopted from an orphanary. She was abandoned by her mother shortly after birth.” Song Xia put down her plate. “Do you have cigarettes?”

He took out cigarettes and lit one for Song Xia. She took a drag:

“It’s been six years now. At the time Ju Fen thought she couldn’t have children, so they wanted a girl and went to the orphanage to adopt one. Many of their friends had adopted – it’s trendy among rich people. If you haven’t adopted, it makes you look insufficiently noble, just like at charity auctions where you have to raise a paddle and buy something.”

“They don’t like her?”

“They say she steals. Always stuffing cookies and candy from the living room jars into her pockets, hiding them under her bed. Sigh, it’s not like they don’t feed her – it’s just her nature, can’t help it, like being possessed by a hungry ghost. Beating her doesn’t work either – she doesn’t remember, has no shame, acts crazy and heartless all day. They all suspect she has mental problems. She should start school next year but still barely knows any characters. And two years ago Ju Fen got pregnant again and actually gave birth to a girl. Now this girl is even more superfluous. But she’s grown so big already, they can’t send her away. It’s really sinful.”

“Does that fat boy bully her like this all the time? Doesn’t anyone care?”

“Maybe she quite likes it,” Song Xia shrugged and exhaled smoke. “Didn’t I tell you? Her mind isn’t right – she might have masochistic tendencies.”

Lin Pei looked at her in horror. Now he could be certain he had absolutely no desire for her anymore. His only wish was for her to disappear from his sight as quickly as possible.

After that he stopped talking. She changed topics several times, but no matter what she said, he just listened silently without expressing any opinions. She also felt bored, stood up listlessly, and said she was going to find another friend to discuss some business.

Shortly after Song Xia left, the two women chatting at the table also left. Only he remained in the room. The wine in his glass was finished again. Actually he didn’t understand why he still hadn’t left, until that little girl appeared again. He suddenly realized he seemed to be waiting for her. She ran in from outside, panting. Seeing him, she stopped. He almost had the illusion that she was also looking for him.

She tilted her head to study him, her gaze frank and without shyness.

He felt she looked very much like someone.

Slightly upturned eyes. Curved lips. Exactly like her.

Yin Yin – he dredged up this name from his mind.

How old was she then? Not even twenty-two, right? She’d been in Beijing less than two years, an unknown little model, beautifully lonely. He liked folding her slender body, holding her cold ankles.

The problem was that she really loved him. He always suspected she had gotten pregnant on purpose. She thought this way he would want her. But how could that be? It was indeed a wonderful affair, he admitted, but he had never thought of marrying her. At that time his career was at its peak, with many outstanding women around him – any of them would have been more suitable than her.

After their brief but intense involvement, it was time to withdraw. He made excuses about rushing to finish paintings in his studio, used business trips as pretexts, and didn’t see her for nearly two months. The relationship seemed to cool down smoothly, and he thought it was over like that. Then one day she suddenly came to find him, saying she was pregnant. She begged him not to make her abort the child, even confessing that she had had an abortion just a few months earlier and couldn’t have another surgery so soon. But his first reaction was: why should he bear responsibility for the previous man’s mistake too? Of course he didn’t say that, but his attitude was very firm. “This is the most critical period of my career,” “I’m not ready yet,” “This would be irresponsible to the child” – he said many such high-sounding words and urged her to have the surgery quickly. Looking back now, it was probably already too late. She kept delaying, naively thinking he would eventually change his mind.

They were entangled over this matter, meeting several more times, until the last time when he hardened his face and said many cruel things – “I could never marry you,” “The gap between us is too great, we can’t communicate at all,” “I don’t love you anymore.” Then he gave her a sum of money. She left and never contacted him again. He also never called her, afraid of rekindling old feelings and getting entangled again. Until much later, once when he was drunk, he misdailed her number – it was already disconnected. He believed this indicated she had started a new life and didn’t want to be disturbed by him anymore.

All these years he had never thought that she might have given birth to that child. Because of rashness, willfulness, or helplessness, she had brought her into this world. But she couldn’t take her any further, because she herself was still a child. She abandoned her. All of this he had never thought about.

Until this moment.

He stared at that girl. Swan neck, slender hands and feet. A natural model’s frame.

“Come here, come over here,” he said to the girl in a hoarse voice.

The girl walked over and stood by his legs.

“Is it cold outside?” He hesitated for a moment, then reached out to touch her red, frozen nose.

She didn’t resist, but instead smiled.

He also smiled, tears almost falling. He lowered his head and held her cold hands.

“Tell me, what’s your name?”

“Qiqi.”

“Qiqi.” He repeated it.

“Mm?”

“Qiqi, were the fireworks outside beautiful?”

“Beautiful.” She answered mechanically.

“You like watching fireworks, don’t you?”

“Mm.” She nodded, absentmindedly turning his hand over and poking his palm with her fingertips. She seemed to have some inexplicable curiosity about him. Inexplicable, yes – blood ties were things that couldn’t be explained.

Her body gently leaned against his leg. He held his breath, concentrating on feeling that small point of contact, warmly heartbreaking. He didn’t dare move at all, afraid she would immediately separate from him. His leg began to go numb, losing sensation.

She played by herself for a while, seeming to find it boring, and put his hand down.

“Do you want to see uncle do magic?” He worried she wanted to leave and immediately said.

She nodded without showing much excitement.

He performed that trick of pretending to remove his thumb and put it back on. His movements weren’t fast enough, looking somewhat flustered. She quietly watched him finish the performance with no expression on her face. He didn’t know if she hadn’t understood or found it uninteresting.

He was pondering what else he could do to please her when he suddenly noticed her attention had been attracted to the food on the plate on the table – a fruit tart left by Song Xia. The strawberry on top had been eaten, leaving only the bare tart shell covered with thick custard. She stared at it intently, her gaze becoming increasingly fierce, instantly transforming into a wild beast. Just like before, she quickly reached out and grabbed the fruit tart, her movement as agile as a frog catching insects. She didn’t even glance at it before putting it in her right pocket. Immediately, the expression on her face returned to gentleness.

Watching this broke his heart, as he confessed his sins over and over in his mind, those injuries he had ignored. He recalled the last time he saw Yin Yin. When he said those cold words to her, they were still in bed, having just made love. Every time they met they had to make love – it had been like that from the beginning, like some kind of ritual, even their final meeting to discuss the abortion was no exception. At that time making love might have been harmful to her body, but as a man, he could completely pretend not to know. And because he understood their relationship was coming to an end, he greedily demanded her body, desperately thinking he would never be able to enter it again, never again, his mind full of thoughts of destroying it. In their coupling that reached an extreme intensity, he achieved an unprecedented climax. Then he calmed down, got up to shower. When he returned he took out the money he had prepared and said those terrible words to her. While he spoke, she sat on the edge of the bed the entire time, not dressed, with her back to him. Her neck looked unusually thin, giving one the impulse to break it. Her whole person was so slender, so fragile, as if she existed just to be hurt. For that instant, he had indeed been aware of the harm he was bringing her, yet immediately after he felt that this harm seemed to belong to her originally. Inflicting it upon her had a cruel beauty.

Now he believed everything was retribution. Shortly after she left, his life underwent a series of changes. That pivotal grain of sand scraped into his eye. The disappearance of inspiration. Fortune’s sharp decline. Friends’ estrangement. Everything was retribution. Even including Song Xia’s betrayal and his absurd marriage to Li Xin.

He had cast aside Yin Yin to pursue a better future. In the end, Yin Yin was gone, and the better future was gone too. It all came to nothing – he had become nothing.

No, he still had her. He looked at the girl in front of him. He still had her. He would take her away. A voice in his heart said firmly: take her away from here.

Since all his previous misfortunes were because he had lost her, now that he had found her again, it meant reconciliation with his former life. Everything would start anew.

He leaned close to the girl and asked in a low voice:

“Have you seen those animal-shaped fireworks?”

She shook her head.

“Would you like to see them? Uncle can take you there.”

“Okay.” The girl answered in a soft voice, still without any emotion.

When he stood up, he felt dizzy. It was a feeling of being surrounded by happiness. He still couldn’t quite believe he had found something far more precious than he had imagined.

They left that room. Through the corridor, ahead was the large living room where food was served.

From far away they could hear voices, very noisy. Bright light spilled from the doorway.

He stopped.

“Listen to me,” he crouched down to look at the girl. “That place where you can see animal-shaped fireworks is a secret, you can’t tell others. Uncle can only take you there alone. If we meet other people and they know where we’re going, they’ll all want to come with us and that would be terrible. So we can’t let them see us.”

He observed the reaction on her face, worried he had spoken too complexly and she hadn’t understood at all. He explained again:

“We have to sneak out quietly…”

“Garage,” she said.

He was startled for a moment, trying to confirm with her:

“You mean we can get out through the garage?”

She nodded.

“Wonderful, will you lead the way?”

Just as they were about to walk toward the other end of the corridor, the ponytailed girl who had brought him slippers came walking toward them.

He quickly lowered his head, patting various pockets on his body, pretending to look for a lighter.

“What are you standing here for?” the ponytailed girl said to the girl. “Be careful – don’t let me catch you stealing food again!” She didn’t stop but went straight into the large living room.

He breathed a sigh of relief and put the lighter back in his pocket. When he came to his senses, he realized the girl was looking up at him. Her gaze was bright and intense, leaving nowhere to hide. She must have seen his panicked expression – thinking about this made him feel very ashamed. Her emotionless calm made him very uneasy; he had no idea what his image was like in her mind. He worried her curiosity and trust in him would suddenly disappear. Children were all like that, weren’t they – easily attracted to new things and abandoning the old? He wasn’t very sure; he had almost no experience dealing with children.

“Let’s go,” the girl said, naturally taking his hand. They came to the other end of the corridor and went down the stairs there. Wall lamps on the walls cupped small clusters of orange light, wooden steps creaking under their feet. Her hand had become wet with his sweat and a bit slippery. He gripped it tightly, afraid it would slip away like a little fish.

“You definitely haven’t seen fireworks like that,” he said loudly. “When they reach the sky they don’t disappear, they just float there. Some are green rabbits with two long ears standing up, some are pink elephants with trunks spraying water…” She watched him gesture in the air with one hand. Though her face still showed no expression, her steps quickened, as if she wanted to see them sooner.

“There are also zebras and giraffes, walking around in the sky, sometimes here, sometimes there… this way more children can see them,” he said.

For a brief moment, he seemed to hallucinate, seeing her running on a hillside holding a bunch of light purple wildflowers. He had already begun irrepressibly imagining their future life. He wanted to take her to a small, distant city with clean skies and sweet water. He should have left Beijing long ago. That he hadn’t done so wasn’t so much unwillingness as fear – fear of giving up that miserably managed life. Now she gave him enough courage to choose another kind of life. No, his career wouldn’t be abandoned. He had a premonition that he would rediscover the joy and inspiration of painting.

The girl stood on tiptoe and pressed a switch on the wall, turning on the lights for the basement level. It was much colder here than upstairs. Only then did he realize he was wearing just a shirt. His coat was left on the sofa, and of course it was impossible to go back for it now. But thinking about walking in the ice and snow dressed so lightly actually excited him. It matched his current mood perfectly – a crazy feeling. Yes, he was doing something very crazy: stealing her away from here.

The basement ceiling was high and spacious. The pretentious owner had built it into a small-scale library. All four walls had built-in bookshelves filled with art books and literary classics. From the heavy musty smell in the air, no one had been here for a long time. This house indeed had an air of abandonment.

To the left of the study was a narrow corridor. At the end of the corridor was a door.

“Over there,” she said.

He opened the lock on the door – inside was indeed a garage. But there were no lights, and nothing could be seen. It just felt unusually cold, like an ice cellar. He took out his lighter, cupped the flame and peered inside. It was larger than he had imagined, seeming able to hold two cars. But now it was piled full of cardboard boxes and plastic woven bags, without even a place to step. Looking through the gaps between the stacked boxes, at the other end of the garage was an iron rolling door – they could get out from there. But those electric doors were all controlled by remote keys – without a key, it couldn’t be opened at all.

“We can definitely get out, don’t worry,” he turned to tell the girl. Would the girl know where the key was? No, he couldn’t possibly let her take such a risk alone. Should he try to pry open this door? He tried hard to hide his panic, squeezing out a smile for the girl:

“Don’t worry, those animal-shaped fireworks are all still there, they won’t disappear… What’s your favorite animal?”

“Bear,” she answered slowly.

“Yes, of course there are. The fat kind with a round belly, right? Their fur is gray, some white too. Soon you’ll see it floating in the sky…” He wanted to go look at the rolling door. But first he’d have to move those boxes. He almost decided to do this, but what use would going over empty-handed be? He needed at least some tools… Where could he find tools in such a big house?

“Damn, what time is it now?” he muttered. Once the midnight fireworks finished, people would start leaving gradually. Wasn’t Song Yu’s family also going back to their courtyard in the city? They would soon discover she was missing. He paced back and forth like a trapped animal, panting.

The girl stood there quietly, playing with her twisted fingers. He no longer had the mood to continue telling her stories. He leaned wearily against the door and took out a cigarette. With the cigarette in his mouth, he pressed the lighter switch repeatedly. In the leaping flames, he suddenly saw on the opposite wall, near the baseboard, a smooth iron box embedded in the wall. Because it was also white, it was hard to notice its existence. He opened it and saw a row of ordinary orange circuit breakers. At some distance from them, in the farthest position, was a dark blue round button. That was it – he had a strong premonition that it could open that electric door. But what if it wasn’t? What if it controlled power somewhere upstairs, and pressing it would turn off all those lights, quickly bringing people here – wouldn’t they be discovered? He stared at that button, but there was no other choice; he could only gamble. He reached out his finger and pressed it.

The rolling door rose. A cold gust of air rushed toward them.

“God, we can get out!” he shouted happily to the girl.

The girl looked at him, and her consistently expressionless face seemed to show a trace of faint joy. If it weren’t for the lack of time and the need to get out quickly, he really wanted to take her in his arms and hug her properly.

“Come on, dear, let’s go,” he said gently. She walked forward a few steps, following behind him. He cupped his lighter’s flame and walked toward the depths of the garage.

He was moving a large box in front of him when he suddenly heard a “bang.” The door behind him had closed. Immediately came the creaking sound of rotating shafts. Before he could understand what was happening, the rolling door had completely dropped to the ground. He felt the wind stop.

“Qiqi?” No one answered. He was alone in the static darkness.

It took him some time to understand his situation: he was locked in the garage. Himself. The girl wasn’t inside.

What was happening… his head was splitting with pain, unable to make himself think further. He groped his way back to the door and forcefully turned the handle. But the door was locked. He twisted it futilely for a while, finally stopping, pressing his face against the door, listening to the activity outside. He faintly heard the girl’s laughter. Clear and joyful. He had thought she couldn’t laugh like that. Imagining how she looked when laughing, he felt very pained. Then he heard that fat boy’s laughter. Spine-chilling, shrill laughter.

They laughed together. Loud laughter. Haha, haha, hahahaha.

He could barely breathe, lying motionless against the door. He felt their laughter rolling over his back.

After a while, accompanied by the sound of footsteps going upstairs, the laughter gradually faded.

He buried his head until that dizzy feeling passed.

When he opened his eyes, he noticed two blazing gazes shooting up from below, cold and eerie.

He looked down and saw those two big-mouthed monkeys on his feet. They were staring with fluorescent green eyeballs, grinning with bright big mouths, smiling at him.

Haha, haha, hahahaha.

His ears were filled with laughter – he couldn’t tell whose it was: the girl’s, the boy’s, or the monkeys’.

Haha, haha, hahahaha.

Then he heard intense firecracker sounds from outside. Midnight had arrived. He stood in the darkness, imagining fireworks shooting up into the sky, exploding overhead, revealing mysteriously changing shapes. He seemed to see them floating in mid-air, motionless, as if someone had pressed pause. What animals did they look like? He tried hard to identify each firework. Seeing animal-shaped fireworks should also have some special meaning, right? He really wanted to ask that superstitious ex-girlfriend of his.

In the rumbling sound of firecrackers, he leaned against the door and sat on the ground, shivering as he lit his last cigarette.

[1] Jeff Koons (1955- ), a famous contemporary American Pop artist, called the most important Pop artist after Andy Warhol.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 9: Magic Power
The sky was growing dark, and there were no lights on in the house. I stood in front of the fluorescent display panel, waiting for music to emerge from the cylindrical speakers. If this were before, I would have put the disc in and walked away to make tea or brew coffee. Now I would stand there, waiting until the music started playing. Was I worried the record was damaged, or that the machine had broken down? I couldn’t say for certain myself. I just felt a bit of heart palpitations, worried that the music might never play again.

The music started playing. I turned on the lights. Keke’s paintbrushes were scattered on the sofa, and a giraffe’s head was stuck upside down between the cushions. I picked up the paintbrushes and pulled out the giraffe, tucking it under my arm. Xing Lei walked over, circled around me to the low cabinet, and pulled open the top drawer. I asked her what she was looking for. She said she cut her hand while preparing the fish. I told her to leave it there for Chen Jie to handle.

“Could you go downstairs and buy some white sugar? The fish is still flopping around,” she asked.

“They can have some drinks first when they arrive. It won’t be too late to eat at seven.”

“Daqi has something to do and needs to leave early.”

“Wasn’t he the one complaining about having nowhere to spend Mid-Autumn Festival?”

“Also cooking wine. White sugar and cooking wine.”

She circled around me again and left. Lately we rarely talked. She always seemed somewhat absent-minded, or perhaps she had some opinion about me in her heart. That wasn’t something I could change by doing something, and besides, I didn’t plan to do anything. We had long passed the time of trying to please each other. After a certain number of years, marriage becomes like a ship without a pilot, where both parties are too lazy to touch the steering wheel, letting it drift on the sea wherever it may go.

Coming out of the convenience store, I lit a cigarette and sat down on a bench in the residential complex. Several seven or eight-year-old boys were crouched under a nearby tree playing. The one wearing the blue hoodie seemed to have fought with Keke before. A dirty white cat passed behind them and disappeared into the bushes. A food delivery person came over asking where Building 9 was. The plastic containers in his hands seemed to contain grilled skewers, which would go quite well with ice-cold beer. After a while, the boys’ mothers came and called them away. Under the tree remained a pile of branches, scattered and stacked together, looking like they were preparing to light a bonfire.

Bonfire. The wood still carried a trace of heat, proving it had been extinguished not long ago. Luna walked around it in a circle, then sat down beside it. It hadn’t been easy to find such a pile of dry wood after yesterday’s rain. She untied her backpack, took out several cooked chestnuts and began eating them, then opened the map and used a pencil to mark the path she had walked yesterday. The map was drawn from the blind blacksmith’s memory and might not be reliable. But if she got there, she knew she would recognize it. Even if the houses were gone, the rice fields were gone, the mango groves were gone, she would still recognize it.

She used the same method of eating chestnuts from her childhood, biting open a small hole and using her little finger to pick out the chestnut meat, leaving the shell almost intact. Mother used a bamboo pick, which could make an even smaller hole. After cleaning out all the meat, she would paint bright colors on the dried chestnut shells and string them into necklaces to give to neighbors. Pink was the hardest to find. In spring, they had to collect oleander petals and crush them in a stone bowl. Throughout the entire spring, Mother would take her all over the mountains searching for oleanders. They had plenty of time anyway. Luna had never thought that one day she would leave that small village. The most outrageous dream she had ever had was marrying the tailor’s son at the village entrance.

My phone rang. Xing Lei asked where I had gone, saying Deng Feifei had already arrived. I stubbed out my cigarette—the fifth one—and stood up from the bench. There was an unread text message on my phone. I opened it:

Please let Luna go, okay? I’m begging you.

I opened the door. Deng Feifei was sitting at the dining table flipping through a home decoration magazine. She seemed to have gained weight, or perhaps it was because of her new short haircut. Her round, chubby face had seven or eight transparent adhesive patches the size of fingernails stuck on it.

“I went to remove moles yesterday,” she said.

“There were that many?” I asked.

“I kept two of them. The master said those two are auspicious.” She pointed to the square box on the table. “Where’s Keke? I brought her chocolate.”

I told her Keke was at her maternal grandmother’s house because Xing Lei’s cousin had returned from America. Deng Feifei immediately asked if it was the cousin who had given birth to mixed-race twins, saying she had seen photos of them—a very happy family. I didn’t comment. Anyway, Xing Lei hadn’t asked me to spend Mid-Autumn Festival with them, and I felt quite grateful for that. I opened a bottle of champagne and poured Deng Feifei a glass. The last time we met was when her play was performed. She wore a Victorian-era long dress, her hair disheveled, with thick black eye shadow painted around her eyes. I had forgotten everything else about that evening except that it rained very heavily.

“Remember to refrigerate the chocolate, and don’t let Keke eat too much at once.” Deng Feifei looked at me. “Are you sick?”

“I’m rushing to finish a script.”

“A new one?”

“Still the same one.”

“What genre was it again?”

“Fantasy, animated film. But not the kind for children.” I didn’t know why I felt the need to explain.

“Amazing. Is it the kind where people live for thousands of years and know all sorts of magic?”

“They probably can’t live that long.” I hadn’t chatted with anyone in a long time and felt somewhat strained, so I suggested she try the wine in her glass.

“Thank goodness for you two,” she said, putting down her glass, “taking in Daqi and me during the holidays.”

“It’s not really taking you in, is it?”

“I got divorced last month. Didn’t Xing Lei tell you?”

Her eyes were full of desire to confide, waiting for me to ask questions, but I couldn’t remember her ex-husband’s name no matter how hard I tried.

Actually, I had met him many times. Just a year ago, the couple had sat at this very table, enthusiastically discussing with Xing Lei whether or not to have children. I listened with interest for a while, mainly because I found Xing Lei quite interesting. She had always regretted giving birth to Keke, but whenever any woman asked for her opinion, she would always tell them they must have a child—that’s how life becomes complete. She looked completely sincere, making me believe that the disappointment she experienced was one of the world’s rarest misfortunes.

I had a premonition that the entire evening might be consumed by discussions of emotional topics. It would be best not to let Deng Feifei start this conversation. I stood up and walked into the bathroom, sat down on the toilet, and stared at a small cluster of green plants in the vase by the sink.

When darkness fell, Luna lit the bonfire. The bushes rustled a few times, then returned to silence. She looked carefully in that direction and discovered a pair of eyes hiding in the trees, watching her. Just as that fellow was about to run, she leaped up, ran over, and grabbed his clothes. He turned his head in terror—a clown’s face painted with colors. Through the diamond-shaped oil paint on his eyelids, you could see a pair of childish, innocent eyes. The clown explained that he had lit the bonfire and had gone out to find food. When he returned, he saw Luna sitting beside it.

The clown roasted a plump wild rabbit over the fire and invited Luna to eat with him. He mysteriously told Luna that in a few days the volcano would erupt, this place would be leveled, and only by boarding Klein’s spaceship could they be saved. So he had escaped from the circus, planning to find the spaceship. When he discovered that Luna already knew this secret, he felt very puzzled—then why was she still heading toward the volcano? Luna said that as a child, she had lived in a village near there. Later, after experiencing war and plague, people had all left. She wanted to go there one more time before the volcano erupted. The clown asked, “To see what? Isn’t everyone gone?” Luna said, “I don’t know either, but I keep dreaming about it, so I’ll go say goodbye to that place.”

Before parting the next day, Luna gave the clown her ticket to board Klein’s spaceship. She comforted him, saying, “I am a Sacred Fire Messenger. I can board the ship even without a ticket.” The clown hugged her and cried, tying his yellow handkerchief for magic performances around her wrist. He asked Luna what the spaceship looked like. Luna said, “It has a round metal door, like the moon.”

I hoped dinner could end before nine o’clock so I could return to my desk and continue writing this story. Coming to the living room, I saw cold bamboo shoot salad, preserved egg tofu, and white-cut chicken on the table. Xing Lei came out carrying a plate of braised arrowhead with pork: “Can someone call Daqi?”

“I’ll call,” I said. Xing Lei glanced at me, neither encouraging nor opposing. I found his number and dialed. Daqi answered, saying someone from a New York gallery had suddenly come to visit his studio, and he would come over after seeing them off.

“Looks like Daqi’s luck is about to turn. Maybe they want to invite him to have an exhibition in America!” Deng Feifei said.

“Let’s have a drink.” I raised my wine glass, looking at Xing Lei.

Daqi was a photographer, but he would probably prefer to call himself a visual artist to distinguish himself from commercial photographers. However, in my view, their biggest difference was that commercial photographers shoot things to make them beautiful, while Daqi pursued ugliness. His most famous photograph showed three Miao elderly women holding up their bound feet, laughing heartily with toothless mouths wide open. If you ask me, the little praise he received was entirely thanks to the squalor and chaos of China’s remote areas. Once when I had too much to drink, I expressed this opinion, and as a result, Xing Lei and I had a fight.

Now Xing Lei didn’t seem in a hurry to start dinner. When I suggested again that we eat while waiting, she slowly stood up to get bowls and chopsticks.

“I can’t eat shrimp. It will inflame the wounds on my face,” Deng Feifei said.

“You shouldn’t drink alcohol either.” Xing Lei was about to take away her glass, but she quickly blocked it with her hand.

“Oh, one drink is fine. I’m not rehearsing anything recently anyway!”

Xing Lei examined her face: “Were all those moles bad?”

Deng Feifei pointed to the small adhesive patches, introducing them to us one by one: “This one means I’m prone to petty people, this one means I’m prone to losing money, this one means I’m prone to traffic accidents, this one means I lack a backbone…”

“After removing this mole, can a backbone grow out?” I asked.

“A segment will grow.”

“I actually think that mole by your eyebrow looks quite nice,” Xing Lei said.

“That’s the divorce mole! It’s a bit big, so it might grow back after a while. If it grows back, I’ll have to remove it again. Anyway, the master said my true love won’t come until the year after next.”

“If you can’t eat shrimp, have more meat.” Xing Lei put two pieces of braised pork in her bowl.

“Did Chen Jie cook all the dishes?” Deng Feifei asked while chewing the meat.

Chen Jie happened to come out and smiled at Deng Feifei. She placed the steamed mandarin fish in the center of the table. Steam rose from the emerald green scallion strips, and the fish stared with pale eyes, its gaping mouth stuffed with a bundle of ginger strips.

“Chen Jie, you should leave now. Come back tomorrow to clean up.” Xing Lei walked Chen Jie to the door. “About the hospital registration, I’ll ask again when I go to work tomorrow. Listen to me, don’t think too much, okay?” There was a professionally trained quality in Xing Lei’s tone, but the gentle halo on her eyelashes was enough to conceal the cold rationality. Her beautiful and intelligent eyes were always filled with understanding and sympathy for humanity. With these eyes alone, she was well qualified for her current job—she was an excellent psychologist.

“Who’s sick?” Deng Feifei asked after Chen Jie left.

When Chen Jie first said her husband was ill and she needed to return to her hometown, I thought she just didn’t want to work at our house anymore. You couldn’t blame me for this—the previous two housekeepers had both left us for very bizarre reasons. One said her nephew had hit someone with a tractor, and another said her mother-in-law had run away from home. But someone had seen them at the domestic service center, interviewing with new employers. So after Chen Jie left, I suggested finding a new housekeeper. But Xing Lei believed Chen Jie was telling the truth. I asked her what evidence she had, and she said it was intuition. I couldn’t possibly have no complaints—after all, I was the one who had to get up at seven every morning to take Keke to the school bus stop. After more than a month, Chen Jie really did come back, saying her husband had lung cancer and wanted to come to Beijing to see more doctors. Xing Lei helped contact a specialist, and the conclusion was similar to that of the local hospital. Her husband stayed in Beijing for a few days before going back. Chen Jie continued to stay at our house. I always felt she had become much colder toward me—perhaps Xing Lei had told her about my previous suspicions. I never asked her how her husband was doing afterward. Now, hearing Xing Lei tell Deng Feifei that his condition had suddenly worsened and Chen Jie had asked her to help find another specialist.

“She knows that seeing more doctors won’t help, but she still needs to show this consideration, so her in-laws won’t gossip,” Xing Lei said.

“Does she have children?” Deng Feifei asked.

“Two of them.” Xing Lei pushed aside the scallion strips and picked up a piece of fish. “It’s still a bit overcooked. I told her to turn off the heat after eight minutes.”

Deng Feifei tasted it and thought it was delicious.

“Your housekeeper—where is she from? You could teach her too,” Xing Lei said.

Deng Feifei said she had dismissed her housekeeper because her parents were coming to stay and didn’t like having someone constantly around. They would take complete control of her life—someone to wash clothes and cook, someone to fix the car and pay fines, and of course, someone to nag if she came home too late.

“I feel like I’m getting smaller and smaller, like going back to high school days.” She shook her hair. “How do you like this student haircut I got?”

“Weren’t you supposed to have dyed red hair back then, standing at the pool hall entrance smoking?”

“Haha, exactly! Have you seen ‘Run Lola Run’? I looked exactly like the female lead back then! And I was also a long-distance running champion!” Deng Feifei lit a cigarette and began talking about how glorious she was at school, how she won first place at city-level sports meets, and how her photo holding the trophy was always posted in the bulletin board at the school entrance… I thought about that rainy evening, while waiting for a car outside the theater, I saw the poster of that day’s play in the shop window across the street. She played Lady Macbeth on the far left, and rain rolled down the glass like a hand reaching into the big dress to grab her body and shake it.

“If I could have persevered, maybe I could have become a decent athlete. Too bad life can’t be like in movies—if it doesn’t work out, you can’t just rewind and try again.” Deng Feifei poured herself another glass of wine.

“Drink slowly, high schooler,” Xing Lei said.

Deng Feifei pointed at me: “What was he like in high school? Was he this deep back then too?”

“Him? He was very good at riding a bicycle with one hand on the handlebar.”

“Showing off?”

“He broke his arm in a fight and rode a bicycle with a cast for three months. After that, when riding, his other hand felt uncomfortable if it wasn’t holding something.”

“The other guy was hurt worse than me—broken nose, had two surgeries,” I said.

“I never would have guessed. Did you fall for him because he could fight?” Deng Feifei asked Xing Lei.

“My music wasn’t bad either,” I added.

“You mean playing grass whistles?” Xing Lei laughed.

The phone on the table rang.

Deng Feifei said, “It must be Daqi. If the American gallery signs him, have him buy a bottle of good wine!”

“It’s not him.” I took the phone and left my seat.

The producer called my name several times on the other end, asking if I had seen the text message he sent.

“What’s wrong with you? Luna’s part has long been finished. Just have her board Klein’s spaceship and leave. Now you should concentrate on writing the final big battle. Prince Sol is the protagonist of this story!” Because I had seriously exceeded the deadline, they required me to use synchronized online documents so they could monitor progress at any time. I heard the sound of a lighter clicking on the other end. The producer took advantage of lighting his cigarette to adjust his emotions:

“Da Yu, I completely understand that screenwriters have favorites among their characters, but this isn’t writing a novel where you can write whatever comes to mind… I ask you, who cares about this Luna’s childhood? When a character has completed her task, she can take her bow. Why do you insist on trapping her in this story?”

He said he would give me two final days, asked me to promise to end Luna’s story tonight, then hung up.

I changed records and stood in front of the fluorescent panel waiting for the music to start. Could we consider this waiting time as part of the music? Any art has blank spaces—it cannot and need not present the complete picture of things to people. A story—I certainly couldn’t call this script art—cannot contain a person’s entire life. Even if we claim to have breathed a soul into a character in the story, that can only be part of a soul. The soul, this thing that supposedly weighs 21 grams, is as vast as the universe.

After noon, it began to rain. Luna received a message from Klein’s spaceship saying the volcanic alert had been sounded and asking her to stay put—they would come to pick her up. When the rain stopped, she climbed to the hillside and saw a section of disappearing rainbow in the distant canyon. As a child, on dry days, she and the neighbor’s children had used garden hoses to create rainbows in the sunlight. Humans always want more than nature provides. She decided to continue forward. In the evening, she walked out of the forest and came to a great river. She had an intuition that her former village was on the other side. She couldn’t swim, so she picked a leaf from a tree and played a grass whistle, hoping distant boats could hear it. It was a melody her uncle had taught her as a child—she thought she had long forgotten it. Her lips moved across the moist leaf, and joyful notes traveled through the twilight and landed on the calm river surface… The ground beneath her feet began to tremble, mud splashed up, and she turned to look—elephants, not just one, but a herd, striding toward her with great steps…

I returned to the dining table and served myself a bowl of fish ball soup. Both ladies had simultaneously fallen into silence, as if their previous conversation had been interrupted by me.

“Do I need to excuse myself?” I asked.

“No need,” Deng Feifei said. “I’ve moved on. I can discuss those things very calmly now.” Xing Lei placed her hand on hers, and she seemed to gain encouragement, puffing out her cheeks and exhaling:

“After performing ‘Macbeth,’ I locked myself at home every day, walking barefoot on the floor, turning on the faucet to wash my hands over and over, lighting candles as soon as it got dark. Xu Hong was filming in Shanghai at the time and came back for a few days. One night he got up to use the bathroom and saw me wandering around the living room, muttering unintelligibly. He had a hard time waking me up, and as soon as I opened my eyes, I screamed and ran into the bedroom, locking the door. For the next few days, he slept on the living room sofa. Every night I would come out to wander, and one day I even ran to the balcony and opened the window. Before Xu Hong returned to the crew, he convinced me to go to the hospital with him. Halfway there, I suddenly said I wouldn’t go and told him to turn around and go home immediately. When he refused, I opened the car door and tried to jump out while we were still on the elevated highway… Do you have any cigarettes?”

Now I remembered—her ex-husband was called Xu Hong. She took the cigarette and put it in her mouth, repeatedly rubbing the lighter’s wheel with her thumb. The sudden flame nearly singed her bangs.

“I knew this couldn’t continue, but I couldn’t do anything… This went on for half a month. One afternoon, Xing Lei called, saying she was passing by my place and asking if I wanted to have dinner together. I said I didn’t want to go out and hung up. Soon the doorbell rang—Xing Lei was standing at the door. She stayed until evening before leaving, then came to see me again after two days. She really went to a lot of trouble for me during that time. I thought she would have told you about it.”

I said, “She probably considered you her patient. Confidentiality is part of her professional ethics.”

Xing Lei narrowed her eyes at me.

“I really was her patient. Without her, I’d still be trapped in Lady Macbeth’s character…”

“You mean you were possessed by Lady Macbeth?”

“Not possessed,” Xing Lei seemed to feel offended. “Medically speaking, this is a normal manifestation of transference.”

“To play that role well, I made myself think like her, be evil like her. My hands were also stained with blood… Yes, that was acting, no one really died, but when I incited Macbeth to kill, the words I spoke really were my inner thoughts at the time. Even if that sword weren’t a prop, I would have watched it pierce the body of the actor playing Duncan… I wasn’t reciting lines, you understand? I was commanding those words—I was their master. Xing Lei helped me find what I was really afraid of. She didn’t convince me that I was innocent, but taught me how to face this sense of guilt. She’s amazing, like she has magic powers. You watch her mouth open and close, and slowly you become hypnotized. When you regain consciousness, you find that your perspective on many things has changed…”

“Da Yu doesn’t believe in these things,” Xing Lei said. “He thinks psychology is all trickery.”

“Not at all. I have great respect for psychologists’ work—saving lives and healing the wounded, immeasurable merit. I’m just saying that I personally find Freudian stuff annoying in my creative work.”

Deng Feifei laughed: “I feel sorry for you. Maybe Xing Lei hypnotized you long ago, and you don’t even know it.”

I smiled at her. Her eyes gradually dimmed:

“I’ve been considering changing careers recently. I’m afraid I can’t continue being an actress. Maybe children’s theater would still work—playing a tree, playing a chattering mother hen.”

“Don’t think about these things now. Rest for a while and then decide,” Xing Lei said. “Who wants some rice?”

“Is there more wine?” Deng Feifei asked.

I took the last cigarette from the pack, planning to return to my study to work after finishing it.

The lead elephant stopped in front of Luna, bent its front legs, and knelt down, letting her climb onto its back. Then it strode into the river water with great steps. The ancient river awakened from its dream, and the startled water droplets kissed Luna’s feet.

She squinted her eyes. The opposite shore gradually became clear in her vision. The dense canopy glowed with a golden sheen, gradually revealing oval-shaped outlines, forming into heavy mangoes. Like trembling hearts exposed in the hot wind, as if there were no more secrets left in this world.

Reaching the shore, the elephant set her down, flicked its tail, and turned to walk back into the river. Luna watched them depart, suddenly remembering something, and picked up the leaf to play again. She used the melody to tell them of the approaching danger. The elephant herd flapped their ears and began to run. The turbulent water splashes were like white flames, leaping and dancing in the night, disappearing bit by bit. The great river fell asleep again.

Luna turned and walked toward the shore. The smell of mud, the fragrance of fruit, the laughter of children who had left long ago still clung to the branches. She knew she had arrived. She wanted to remember every scene before her eyes. In the days to come, she would have plenty of time, plenty of time to say goodbye to them. Goodbye doesn’t happen at the moment of turning away—it is the continuously multiplying dreams that follow, the pieces of wood added to memory’s bonfire.

“Da Yu?”

I looked up. Xing Lei stood beside me holding newly opened red wine.

“Are you still drinking? Aren’t you going to write something later?”

“It’s fine.” I handed her my glass. “Should I call Daqi again?”

“Don’t call him,” she said.

I dialed anyway. After three rings, Daqi answered.

“Almost there, I’ll be right over,” he said loudly.

Xing Lei took an empty wine glass from the cabinet and placed it on the table. The transparent glass was crystal clear, with light flashing on the rim. Perhaps I was looking at that wine glass through Xing Lei’s eyes—her face radiated a girlish quality. Although we had known each other since we were sixteen, that quality still felt foreign to me. As if it were another Xing Lei, one who had never met me. Whenever this happened, I felt ashamed for having participated in her life. Actually, I had discovered her feelings for Daqi long ago. What puzzled me was why she stopped at this ambiguous fondness and didn’t continue forward. Wouldn’t unfinished feelings cause her pain? For a very long time, I had been waiting for her to take action. Waiting for her to take the heart she had taken from me and entrust it to another person, anyone. Would that cause me pain, or would I feel relief? I only knew it would make me feel that my wife was a little more real.

Xing Lei brought up the mooncakes and fruit. The pomegranates lay in the plate like little crowned figures grinning with their mouths open. This metaphor should come from Luna’s voice. She was still walking around in that story, searching for her childhood village. I knew I had to release her, let go of my grip, and watch her fall into the sky like a helium balloon. I was about to leave my seat when Deng Feifei pressed down on me:

“Do you think I’m a good actress?”

I said of course. But she wasn’t satisfied, looking at me with a puzzled expression. She lowered her eyes and sighed:

“‘Macbeth’ was probably the last play I’ll ever perform on stage. I invested too much emotion in that role… I really wish you could have seen it.”

“We did see it,” Xing Lei said. “Feifei, you were wonderful. We’re all proud of you.”

Deng Feifei bit her lip, her eyes reddening:

“I’m sorry, maybe I shouldn’t say this, but you didn’t actually watch the whole play that day. You both left less than twenty minutes after it started…”

My head began buzzing. For a long time—maybe not long enough, just three months—I had been trying to forget that evening. The rain that evening, the streets that evening, the halo cast by the candles that evening, and the smell of herbs in the air. I took a sip of wine to calm myself down. So Xing Lei hadn’t watched the play to the end that day either? Where had she gone?

Deng Feifei said: “When I was about to go on stage that day, I suddenly remembered I had forgotten to tell you about getting drinks together afterward to celebrate. The table was already booked. I was worried it would be too chaotic after the show, so I asked a colleague from the theater company to go tell you. My colleague was delayed backstage for a while, and when she went down again, she found Da Yu’s seat empty and you were walking out. She chased you to the door, but your car had already started. She waved from behind, but you seemed not to see her at all—or maybe you did see her but still stepped on the gas and drove away. I’m not saying this to blame you. I just don’t want things to stay stuck in my heart… I really wish you could have been there that day. I performed especially well—the best I’d done in over ten years. During the curtain call, I still couldn’t calm my emotions. Tears kept streaming down…”

Xing Lei picked up the plate and dumped the fish bones into the trash can by her feet: “Feifei, you’ve had too much to drink. Why don’t you lie down on the sofa for a while?”

She started crying: “I know I shouldn’t say these things. You’ve both been so good to me…”

I really couldn’t sit still anymore and left my seat. I walked to the balcony and, feeling my body swaying, steadied myself against the nearby telescope.

Ten minutes after the play started, I received a WeChat message from Xiao Jing. She said: I quit taking sedatives today, and now I feel terrible, lying in bed shaking all over. I hesitated for a moment, then replied: I’ll come see you, wait for me. I pocketed my phone and quietly told Xing Lei that the producer had called an emergency meeting and I probably had to go. Xing Lei asked: Are you driving? I said: No, I’ll call a car. There’s no signal here, I’ll go outside to call. Xing Lei said: Okay, tell me when the meeting’s over. I quietly left my seat and walked out of the theater. It was raining at the time, and I stood under the eaves waiting for a while before the car came.

I stayed at Xiao Jing’s place for over an hour, left at ten o’clock, then sent Xing Lei a message telling her the meeting was over. We often went a whole day without contacting each other, but since she had asked me to tell her when it ended, I did as she requested. She didn’t reply. When I got home, she wasn’t there. She didn’t return until twelve-thirty. She said she had run into some old friends at the theater and went to sit at a bar with them for a while. I asked her how the play was. “Too forced,” she answered, throwing the car keys into the tray.

I stood on the balcony, gazing into the distance. There was a park over there. Looking down from the 19th floor, you could only see a blur of tree shadows. I fingered the dust-covered lens of the telescope. The day the telescope was first installed, Keke was very excited, clamoring to look at the playground in the park, to see if the children on the pirate ship were screaming in terror. She pressed her face to the viewfinder for a while, then suddenly stood up, turned around, and ran away. Since then, she had never approached this telescope again. What exactly she had seen, no one knew. I had never asked either. I had a rather pessimistic thought: everyone is exposed to their own fate, and no one can protect anyone else. I couldn’t protect my little daughter from harm, couldn’t protect anyone.

That night, I pressed the doorbell for a while before Xiao Jing opened the door. She wore a white nightgown, and her hair carried the scent of herbs. To calm her nerves, she had stuffed a sachet filled with medicinal herbs under her pillow. I had her lie down and pulled up a chair to sit beside the bed. The room was very dark, with a candle lit on the bedside table. The desk lamp that used to be there was lying on the floor—she said she had knocked it down while reaching for the switch. The cup-shaped blue candle had burned more than half down, with the flame sunk deep in a pool of wax, giving off a pale blue light. I said: A blue candle, very special. Xiao Jing said: Red candles are festive, white candles are mournful. Only blue candles are neither sad nor happy—they can make your heart very calm, as if time has stopped. Her Persian cat suddenly leaped onto the bed, positioned itself between me and Xiao Jing, and calmly turned its head to lick its tail. It’s nice having it keep you company, I said. Actually, I didn’t like this cat at all. Several times when I tried to hold it, it fought desperately to escape and even scratched my hands. It wouldn’t let anyone else hold it either—only Xiao Jing. I could feel its eyes looking at me with hostility, as if hoping I would leave quickly. I went to the kitchen, poured a glass of water, added lemon and honey, and brought it out for Xiao Jing. Xiao Jing smiled and asked: What’s it like being in love with a patient? I said: You’ll get better soon.

When I first met her, I felt she was very special, with a strange tranquility. Maybe it was related to her upbringing—she was Dai, grew up in a village in Xishuangbanna, and only moved to Kunming with her uncle in middle school. She had something simple and innocent about her, like an extinct bird. Many nights, I would escape from the smoky script planning meetings, drive dozens of kilometers to her place, just to spend a little time with her. That was my greatest reward. Only when facing her could I voice the frustration and resentment in my heart. I was jealous of successful peers, despised snobbish investors, mocked stupid audiences… My once vigorous ambition had now become excess fat. I was like a stumbling fat man, bending my body to crawl into a narrow tunnel designed specifically to torment me. I gave her my weakest, darkest self, like a little boy who had lost a fight, gasping for breath in her embrace. She would always gently pat my head: It’s okay, it doesn’t matter. As if I still had plenty of time, plenty of strength. Will you leave me, I asked her. She said: No, never.

She had never studied film. After graduating from college, she went to work at a travel agency. When a director was filming in Yunnan, he discovered her spiritual quality and introduced her to work at a film company. That’s how she came to Beijing. We met at a script planning meeting. She had wheat-colored skin, a slender neck, and when she smiled, she was like a seagull gliding across the horizon. Though she didn’t say much, her insights were very unique and left a deep impression. For a while after that, we often worked together. I expressed my feelings for her, and from then on she started avoiding me. When we met in the break room, she was so startled she knocked over the hot water and ran away. At the time, I almost felt hopeless, but three months later, during the Hong Kong Film Festival, we ran into each other on the Star Ferry from Central to Tsim Sha Tsui. That day I was supposed to buy toys for Keke, but why I had the sudden impulse to take the ferry remained a mystery to me. It was raining, and there weren’t many tourists on the boat. We sat on the wooden bench watching the lights come on over Victoria Harbor. I took her hand and said: Stop running away—fate wants to connect us. She lowered her head and started crying.

After we got together, she quit her job at the film company because I had collaborations with that company, and she was afraid colleagues would gossip. I teased her for taking our relationship too seriously—everyone was already used to such things. But she seemed very worried and refused to work anywhere related to film. So I suggested she write scripts with me, so she could work from home. This suggestion wasn’t entirely for our relationship—after more than ten years in this industry, I could tell at a glance whether someone had talent. Xiao Jing was a highly gifted child, just lacking professional training. With a few years of refinement, she could definitely become a very good screenwriter. So I split up the script and gave her parts to write. When I took on this fantasy animation project, I showed her the character profiles and asked which character she wanted to write. She chose a girl named Luna. The introduction had only two sentences: Luna, fifteen years old, one of four Sacred Fire Messengers, escorts the sword and delivers it to the prince, then leaves Jialan Kingdom with the other messengers aboard Klein’s spaceship. I asked why she chose her. She said: I don’t know, I just feel she’s a good girl. I kissed her cheek: You’re a good girl too. She never made any demands of me. She never asked me to spend more time with her, much less hoped I would get divorced.

By then she was already sick, but I thought it wasn’t serious. About six months into our relationship, one day she said she was under a lot of mental stress and wanted to see a doctor for medication. I was a bit surprised because she seemed very normal. When she came back from the hospital, she mentioned casually that she had some depressive tendencies and started taking medication daily from then on. I even advised her to see a different hospital, not to trust any single doctor’s word lightly. I really didn’t believe much in psychology—I always felt it was a fabricated set of theories, with doctors just trying every way to make patients very dependent on them. Xing Lei had several patients who had been seeing her for depression for over ten years. Some had taken their companies public, some had had two children, but come Friday afternoon, as if hearing the call of church bells, they would punctually sit in her consultation room. Their psychological illnesses were like a kind of original sin—if they forgot about it, they should go confess. Xing Lei’s work was nothing more than chatting with them. I felt I could do it too. Would convincing someone to live be harder than convincing a film company boss to invest in an art film? After taking medication for a while, Xiao Jing didn’t improve. Her mental state got worse and worse, she talked less and less, and once while we were making love, she suddenly started crying. She said her bones hurt, like they were about to crack. She also said: I know it’s not really painful, it’s just my hallucination. She spent a lot of time describing that hallucination, and I began to feel things were getting serious. Only then did she tell me that many years ago she had suffered from depression and it took three or four years to recover. I asked what had happened at that time. She showed a fearful expression that made me believe it must have been something terrible. I felt very uneasy, but I had to admit, at the same time I felt somewhat relieved—her illness was a relapse, not something she got because of me. Xiao Jing began going to the hospital regularly, standing in line with a group of mental patients, waiting for the doctor to dispense her medication for the next week. Because she had trouble sleeping, she took sedatives long-term, sometimes sleeping all day. She would only agree to see me when her emotions were stable. She would put on makeup and still look full of vitality, but those eyes controlled by sedatives were like two withered leaves stuck on her beautiful face. Each time she would tell me about Luna’s story’s progress, how many words she had written that day. If I said you should rest well and let me handle the remaining parts, she would frown and say: Hey, Luna and I will definitely complete the task given to us!

That rainy night when I went to her place, she wasn’t wearing makeup. Her face was pale, and her eyes, surrounded by dark circles, were full of red blood vessels, as if they were about to shatter. She said: I haven’t written a single word in a week. I must quit the sedatives—I can’t keep sleeping like this. I told her not to rush, to take it slowly. She started crying and asked if I was forbidding her to write. I can’t even do this little thing well, she said, shaking her head. I know you’ll leave me. I told her I would always stay with her. Always? Maybe the word I used was “forever.” But she kept crying, begging me over and over not to abandon her. I felt very heavy, and perhaps also some disappointment. When I first met her, she had brought me everything I wanted. We were in love and worked together. I felt life flowing again, and I was no longer alone. But now, beside her, I felt extremely lonely. She was sealed up by her illness, like a distant and precarious star that could neither receive nor send signals. Looking back now on the time when we first got together, it felt like another lifetime, and her beauty then also seemed questionable, as if it were a hallucination I had produced. What I saw before me now was the real her. I was depressed by my own conclusion but tried to appear confident, even saying I would take her traveling when she felt better. This suggestion seemed very effective—she asked where we would go. I said Hong Kong, we could take the Star Ferry again. She said she didn’t like Hong Kong—everything there was artificial. Then she said let’s go to Chiang Mai, she wanted to ride elephants. I asked why she wanted to go there. She said: I like the tropics, but not by the sea—just that pure kind of heat. As for elephants, I think I had similar dreams as a child, riding on an elephant’s back to reach mangoes in trees. Mangoes are a strange fruit, don’t you think? I asked how they were strange. She said: Mangoes are very real—the color of the skin outside is the same as the flesh inside. I said persimmons are the same way. She said: But even when mangoes are dried, they still have that bright color. Persimmons don’t. Okay, I said, we can bring the script to write there and stay for a while. She said: I really want to bring Luna there too. I said: The next script can also have a girl named Luna. From now on, every script we write will have a girl named Luna, and you’ll be responsible for continuing her story. Really? she was very happy. We talked about travel plans for a while longer, getting more and more excited, as if we were leaving tomorrow. Her palms warmed up, but because of exhaustion, her eyes could no longer stay open. I told her to sleep early and said I would come see her tomorrow. As I was leaving, I said: If you can’t sleep, take another sedative. She said: No need, I’ll think more about elephants. I touched her head, just like she used to touch mine.

After that night, I was dragged to the suburbs for three days of script meetings and only managed to slip away on the third afternoon. When I got to her place, the house was messy. She told me she was cleaning the room, throwing away some old things. Then she sat back in the middle of a pile of boxes, holding a hardcover notebook and looking at it. She had seven or eight similar notebooks stacked around her. I asked what they were, and she said they were old diaries. I said: Have you been keeping diaries since childhood? She said: I only started writing them after moving to the city. I stood there bored, saw the broken desk lamp still lying on the floor, and decided to fix it. I spent a long time with a screwdriver but still couldn’t get the drooping lampshade to stand upright. She was still looking at those diary notebooks, with no intention of talking to me. I was very angry and wanted to tell her I had driven an hour and a half to get here and would have to drive another hour and a half back. But I said nothing, sat for a while longer, and left.

That night, she committed suicide by taking sleeping pills.

Before committing suicide, she sent me an email with no content, just the unfinished Luna story attached. For the first month, I didn’t even dare open that document. In fact, my mental state at the time couldn’t support me continuing to write the script, so I told the producer I was quitting. He reminded me to look at the contract’s breach of contract penalty clauses. Besides, the actors’ schedules were already set, and this would cause huge losses to the film company—they would have the industry blacklist me. Brother, I’m thinking of your reputation, he said, and besides, this film is the best opportunity you’ll ever get. You’re almost forty and desperately need a representative work. I said: Let the representative work go to hell, and hung up. That night—like the past month—I drank a lot but couldn’t fall asleep smoothly. At three in the morning, I got up and went to the study to smoke. The computer wasn’t turned off, and colorful tropical fish were swimming around on the screensaver. I smoked all the remaining cigarettes in the pack while facing the screen, then opened that document. Luna’s story was a full twenty thousand words, far exceeding the required length, but seemed only half finished. From a professional screenwriter’s perspective, there was too much psychological description and the dialogue was very verbose. But if you set aside the technical flaws, the story was very moving. More importantly, she had breathed her soul into Luna’s character, making her live and think, cry and laugh in the story like a real person. When her companion lost the sword, she patted his head and said: It’s okay, it doesn’t matter. I sat at my desk with tears streaming down. When dawn came, I sent the producer a message telling him I would finish the script.

Xing Lei came to the balcony and stood on the other side of the telescope:

“Feifei fell asleep on the sofa.”

“Did Daqi come?”

“Probably won’t come.”

The balcony’s overhead light shone down, enveloping her in a circle of apricot-yellow glow. Her hair draped smoothly over her shoulders, and her professional woman’s makeup was meticulous. I suddenly realized I couldn’t remember what she looked like without makeup. For many years, when I woke up she had already gone to work, and when she went to sleep I was still working in the study. The her I saw was exactly the same as what her colleagues and patients saw. A standardized, emotionless her. I didn’t know what her troubles were, or what had made her laugh heartily recently. I thought she likewise didn’t know mine. But now I discovered she did know. She knew what had caused me to lose my appetite and sleep for the past three months.

“Xing Lei,” I heard my own hoarse voice, “you followed me that night, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t,” she said immediately, placing her hand on the telescope and wiping some dust off it.

“You went to see Xiao Jing that night.” I pointed to her injured hand: “The next morning your hand also had a band-aid on it. Maybe it wasn’t cut by a glass. You hugged that cat she kept, didn’t you, because that could bring you closer to her.”

She looked at me quietly, then after a while said softly:

“It wasn’t like that. I like cats. I only gave mine away because of pregnancy—you know that.”

“Do you know she’s dead?” I said, choking up.

That night, I walked out of the alley where Xiao Jing lived and stood under a streetlight smoking. The rain was still falling, countless raindrops piercing through the night and shooting down. The car in the distance had no lights on. By the weak light, I seemed to see windshield wipers swaying in the darkness. Click, click.

Xing Lei pushed the handle and closed the window: “I didn’t follow you. I already knew where she lived. When we traveled to Europe during Spring Festival, you wrote several postcards in Prague and gave them to Keke to mail. But she saw a puppet shop, threw the postcards into my hands, and ran inside. Every postcard had a salutation: Zi Jun: Happy New Year, Da Yu. Li Min: Happy New Year, Da Yu. Only one had a blank salutation and directly said: Happy New Year, Da Yu. I thought it must be someone very close—if you wrote her name and then wished her Happy New Year, it would seem too distant. You can deny it. Maybe it was just my intuition, like that night when I followed you out of the theater—that was also intuition.”

“Yes, you know everything. I shouldn’t have hidden it from you. Maybe it’s too late to say this now… Can you tell me what you said to her that night?”

I was almost pleading with her, but at the same time terrified to hear her answer:

“Xing Lei, I know you’re an excellent psychologist who can control patients’ thoughts and make them listen to you… What exactly did you say to her? Tell me, please. That night she was fine, her emotions were very stable…”

I stood there waiting for her to open her tightly closed lips. The sound of windshield wipers swaying in the darkness pounded against my eardrums. Click, click.

After a long while, she finally spoke: “Whatever I say is too late. She could have lived if you had separated earlier.”

My breathing became difficult: “Xing Lei, you can’t…”

“Did you want to keep her locked in the house forever as your mistress, as your ghostwriter? She saw no one, had almost no friends. Have you ever imagined how she lived when she was alone? She had already suffered trauma at sixteen and never completely recovered. But you disregarded all that. Da Yu, you were too selfish.”

“What happened when she was sixteen?” I suddenly realized that Xiao Jing’s choice to write Luna’s character might have been because she was only fifteen. Fifteen was before sixteen, before everything happened.

Xing Lei withdrew her hand from the telescope and put it in her cardigan pocket. Doctors always like to put their hands in their white coat pockets, indicating they can remain detached:

“She was willing to open her heart to me, which shows she trusted me very much. I think I should keep her secrets. Let’s respect her choice, okay?”

She had probably prepared these words long ago. A sense of superiority, a secret that belonged only between women. She knew this would torment me for many years to come.

“She wasn’t your patient,” I said. “You had personal motives. You didn’t try to save her like you would other patients.”

“Da Yu, what were your personal motives? Have you ever hoped she would disappear so you could be completely free? Even for a moment, have you ever had such thoughts?”

I looked at her, looked at those eyes that had watched me from behind the car window glass with swaying windshield wipers. I couldn’t remember us ever gazing at each other for so long—the last time was probably when we exchanged rings at our wedding.

“You think you can see through everything, but you understand nothing, including yourself.” I tiredly looked away, gazing into the distance. Standing in this place, at this moment, there was no way to see those blurry tree shadows clearly, even with a telescope. A telescope at night is a blind person’s eyes.

I could feel the air between us descending, crystallizing into some kind of structure that gave off a blue glow. When I turned my head, I saw Xiao Jing standing right behind us. She wore summer clothes, with a yellow handkerchief tied around her wrist. She looked like she had walked a long way, with sweat streaming down her face, her girlish chest rising and falling slightly. She was also looking at me, her gaze carrying a faint melancholy, like examining a desk she had used as a child. When I looked back at Xing Lei, I found her leaning sideways against the telescope, her mouth wide open, her eyes full of terror.

None of us moved, as if we were supporting something together on three points. Time froze, the air glowed pale blue, everything around was vast and empty, with only that telescope between us, stubbornly gazing toward the night sky.

The pale blue light gradually became broken, fading bit by bit until it was almost transparent. Then Xiao Jing lightly lifted her feet, leaped upward, and dove into the deep black hole. A round metal door slowly closed behind her.

…In that room with tightly drawn curtains, the broken desk lamp lay on the floor. She sat in the middle of a pile of pink and blue diary notebooks, using her hand to brush dust off the covers. The rising dust floated in mid-air, gathering around her layer by layer, surrounding her. She was deeply attracted by something and didn’t look up even when I left. Goodbye, I said, pulling open the door and walking out.

Goodbye. Now I heard myself say it again, as if learning to use a language I would communicate with her in for many years to come.

The metal door slowly rose upward, shrinking bit by bit, like a bright moon disappearing into the clouds.

Xing Lei wasn’t watching. She kept her head down, as if just awakening from a nightmare, her hair disheveled, her eyelashes stained black with mascara. She stepped back two paces, leaving the circle of light cast by the overhead lamp. The wind picked up, and tree shadows swayed outside the window. I walked over and turned off the balcony light.

“Da Yu.” She called out from behind me, stepping forward to grab my arm.

We stood there, listening to the wind outside, listening to the hissing roar of glass under impact. When I had grown used to that monotonous rhythm, I suddenly feared it might disappear. What would be quieter than quiet?

In the darkness, Xing Lei said softly: “Chen Jie just called. Her husband probably won’t make it through tonight. I want to give her two thousand yuan.”

“Okay,” I said.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 10: Enteromorpha
At midnight, we sat in a small private room on the thirty-sixth floor. I smoked cigarettes while the girl drank beer. Wind poured in through the open window. It was about to rain, earlier than forecasted. The middle-aged men who had been talking loudly next door had left, and the room had become very quiet.

The grilled chicken skewers on the table had grown cold, and the tempura was gradually shrinking. The girl sat across from me, concentrating on studying the English words on the beer can. The mustard-colored light fell on her profile, smeared mascara making the area under her eyes dirty, and her ponytail had come loose. She possessed a disheveled kind of beauty, somewhat sexy. But sexiness didn’t matter at all right now. The girl had chosen this place and the time. Last week she sent me an email asking if I was willing to take on this job. I said: “Sure, but not on the weekend because I need to move.” By Wednesday she sent another email saying she was very sorry, but hoped we could still schedule it for Sunday. Because on weekdays she was entangled with all sorts of trivial matters and had no energy to deal with this. “Please,” she said at the end of the letter, “I’m about to turn thirty.” I agreed and postponed my move by one day.

I arranged to meet her downstairs at the Blue Bird Building. The subway passed through here, and you could feel the floor vibrating beneath your feet. The wind in the corridor between buildings was strong, swallowing the sound of greetings. She said “I’m called Mo Mo” or “I’m called Meng Meng”—I couldn’t hear clearly and didn’t ask again. This wasn’t important at all. The girl Mo Mo or Meng Meng wore a dark blue hooded sweatshirt with the hood pulled up, revealing only half a pale face. Her eyes were very large, and the corners of her taut mouth turned downward. I followed her around to the other side of the building.

“On the thirty-sixth floor.” She pointed out the Japanese restaurant’s window to me. I looked up—those honeycomb-like densely packed windows felt very oppressive. When a body flew out from one of those windows—I imagined that sharp parabolic trajectory—there would probably be an intense sensation of regaining freedom. She looked at me, seemingly waiting for me to express approval of her chosen location. I shrugged and told her everything was up to her. That Japanese restaurant was hidden in this office building with no sign outside, very suitable for men and women having secret meetings. The private room was dimly lit, and the daisies in the bamboo flower vase had begun to wither, emitting a faint fragrance. On the tatami mat by our feet was a pale dark stain, possibly soy sauce, but it made me think of women’s blood. When the server was setting out bowls and chopsticks, the girl said softly to her: “There’s one more person.” Seeing my surprised look, she explained: “My boyfriend.” She lowered her eyelids. “Sorry, I didn’t tell you in advance. We want to… together. Is that okay?” “Should be fine,” I said, “though I’m not completely certain.” The girl asked: “If we pay double, there’s no problem, right? I’m not trying to take advantage of you.” “No need,” I said. “I charge by time—it doesn’t matter how many people.” She smiled. “So what’s the time limit?” “One night, I suppose,” I answered. “He should be on his way,” the girl Mo Mo or Meng Meng said. “Let’s eat while we wait.”

Six months ago, I posted a message on a forum that sold various strange services, saying I was willing to provide a paid service for three thousand yuan: accompanying people who wanted to commit suicide through their final moments before death.

“Suicide requires tremendous courage. Last-minute weakness and retreat are extremely common. I can help you overcome these difficulties, enabling you to act with peace of mind and determination,” the message read. “Death companion”—I even gave this role a name. Initially, many people wrote emails inquiring. Most questions focused on how I could prove I possessed the capability I claimed. I had indeed served as a “death companion” for several people before, but the dead cannot testify. This was a job that would never receive feedback, I explained in my replies. However, many people still didn’t believe it, or perhaps weren’t that eager to die after all—in any case, they didn’t write again. Several others wrote to haggle over price. I really couldn’t understand people who were about to die still going to great lengths to save a few hundred yuan.

In the end, only one boy asked to meet. According to his letter, he was eighteen with leukemia and only had a few months to live. We arranged to meet by the lake in Zhongshan Park. He said when he was five, he went boating on the lake with his parents and dropped a shoe into the water—all these years he kept dreaming about going to the bottom of the lake to find it. I sat on the bench for two hours, but the boy never appeared. Maybe he came and left. It couldn’t have been the fat man who sat next to me for a long time, could it? He ate two hamburgers, two boxes of fries, four egg tarts, a bag of chicken wings, and drank a cup of half-jin Coke. The key was that he ate with complete focus, never glancing my way once. Instead, I kept turning to look at him. When the sun was about to set, I left the bench, rented a boat by the lake, and rowed to the center. I don’t know why, but I felt the boy’s story about losing the shoe was true.

As time passed, fewer people wrote emails inquiring. And I forgot about it. Until the girl wrote. I felt it wasn’t a prank, and even if it was, it didn’t matter. I didn’t mind making a wasted trip. Last time at the lake, after rowing the boat I suddenly wanted to eat a hamburger—I hadn’t had one in ten years—so I went to the nearby Burger King. The beef patty in the hamburger was quite delicious. I went home satisfied.

The girl sat across from me. Between us was a brightly burning alcohol burner. A paper hot pot was boiling on top. Before ordering, she seriously inquired about my preferences, but when actually choosing, she didn’t seem to follow them. She herself didn’t seem to like those dishes either (only ate half a tempura shrimp, then somewhat disdainfully pushed the remaining half to the edge of the plate). The person who loved tempura and organ meat was probably that boyfriend still on the road. She was choosing according to his preferences—an irresistible subconscious habit. So did this mean the person who wanted to die more was her boyfriend?

This troubled me somewhat. Every job has its professional ethics. Like when I worked at the museum, protecting artifacts from any accidental damage was my professional ethic. The professional ethic of a “death companion” should be based on the client’s own strong desire—well, that’s how I saw it.

“May I smoke?” I asked. The air in the private room was stifling, and a severe nicotine craving hit me, making it unbearable.

“Isn’t smoking banned indoors everywhere?”

“When the smoking ban was issued, I thought I’d smoke less, but I ended up smoking more.”

“Mm,” the girl nodded. “It’s like the more you want to live well, the more you want to die.” She turned around and opened the window behind her. Wind rushed in, making her long hair fly wildly. She seemed attracted by something, leaning on the windowsill and looking down.

“When I was little, every time I waved my hand, the lights in the room would come on. I thought I had magic powers, but actually my mom was secretly pressing the switch. Later at a Lantern Festival light show, there was a monkey with frighteningly bright eyes. I kept waving my hands, but it stayed just as bright. I started crying—the first time I realized I was actually very ordinary.” She had her back to me, so I couldn’t see her expression.

I said: “I think all magic is evil.”

“Being ordinary is the most evil thing,” she said.

The room was very quiet, with flames leaping violently on the alcohol burner. For a moment, I almost thought she would suddenly stand up and jump down. She might disappear from before my eyes at any moment—this deep blue clothing, this pale little face, these dreamy eyes. By the time I unconsciously lit another cigarette, she had turned her body around.

“Actually, I really want to try the feeling of flying. But my boyfriend doesn’t like it—he’s afraid of heights,” she said. Only then did I remember that boyfriend’s existence again. Just now, I had really forgotten there was such a person.

“It’s okay,” she nodded as if comforting herself. “I brought lots of pills.”

“Always had a complex about dying together?” I asked.

“How to put it—thoughts of death started when I was very young. But I always felt I couldn’t do that thing alone.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I can do many things alone—eat alone, live alone, travel alone… but I can’t die alone. I always felt that should be something two people do together. A person comes into this world to find another person and leave with them. It seems only that way is complete.”

“Have you found them now?” I said.

No answer. She picked up the beer beside her and took big gulps.

“Tell me about you,” she said after a while.

“Hm?”

“How did you think of doing this?”

“I wanted to do it right after college graduation, but I was busy every day until this year when I got a more leisurely job,” I said.

She wasn’t interested in what job I did now, only asking: “Why did you want to do it?”

“Because in this area—I seem to have some talent, maybe I can help those trapped people obtain release.”

“Talent?” She frowned.

“Mm, I discovered it in second year of middle school.” I lit a cigarette and continued.

That summer afternoon, I was playing basketball alone on the playground. A boy had been watching from the side for a long time—tall and thin, looked a bit older than me, like high school first or second year. He watched silently for a long time, so I asked if he wanted to join. He played quite well, fought hard for the ball, and we both worked up a sweat. When it got dark and I was preparing to go home, he suddenly asked if I wanted to come to his place. He said we could play games, his parents weren’t home. I didn’t want to go, so the boy pleaded with me over and over: “Just for a little while, just a little while, okay?” Finally I agreed. I called home from a phone booth, then followed him. His home was on the top floor of a residential building—two very small, shabby rooms, and there was no game console at all. “You have to forgive me,” he said, “I was afraid you wouldn’t come with me. Want some beer?” He took two Tsingtao beers from the humming refrigerator, plus a dish of fried peanuts. We sat side by side on the narrow cloth sofa, his shoulder almost touching mine. I could feel the springs beneath my butt and smell the sour scent of his sweat. He kept turning his head to stare at me. He might have been gay. I hadn’t failed to consider this, though my understanding of that area was extremely limited. I kept thinking about what I should do if he suddenly leaned over. But he did nothing. We just sat there, silently drinking beer. After a while, he got up, turned off the TV, and went into the bathroom. I sat there alone, continuing to finish my beer. My face became very hot and I started feeling drowsy. But he still hadn’t come out. I knocked on the bathroom door and said I was leaving first. I walked out the door, then turned back and knocked on the bathroom door again. Inside there seemed to be rapid breathing sounds. I stepped back a few paces and charged at the door with force. The door opened. He lay on the floor, his head tilted against the ceramic wall behind him, blood gurgling from his severed artery. I used his landline to call emergency services, then wrapped his wrist with a sofa cover. He could barely breathe but still smiled. “Why?” I asked. He said: “I always wanted to die but didn’t have courage, until I saw you. From the first sight of you, I felt you were very different from others. You have something special that can give people courage and determination to die. Having you beside me before dying, I’m not afraid at all.” He stopped breathing two minutes later.

In high school, I lived in the dorms. Because my relationship with my parents was always distant, sometimes I didn’t even go home on weekends. One weekend, I went to a nearby arcade to play games (after that boy died, I became addicted to video games). A girl was at the machine next to mine catching dolls. I had noticed her because she wore our school uniform. Generally no one wore school uniforms to arcades—if the school found out, you’d get disciplined. Her luck was good that day—she caught a Winnie the Pooh and two rabbits. When I turned around again later, I found her standing right behind me, her eyes hidden by thick straight bangs, looking I didn’t know where. I asked if she wanted to use my machine, and she shook her head. So I put in two more coins, gripped the steering wheel, and continued racing. I performed at a high level that day, nearly crashing into cars ahead several times but miraculously avoiding them all. She stood there the whole time, watching me use up my last game token, then said: “You play really well. Want to get something to eat?” I agreed because I was indeed hungry. When leaving, she left the Winnie the Pooh and rabbits on a nearby seat. I reminded her, and she waved her hand saying they weren’t what she wanted. “I only wanted the giraffe, but I couldn’t catch it no matter what.”

We went to McDonald’s for hamburgers. After eating, she went back to the counter for many packets of ketchup, tearing a small opening and slowly sucking them. Then she talked about childhood things. Specifically, things from when she was one year old. At that time her mother often carried her to a park, let her crawl on the grass, then made phone calls flirting with a man, sometimes bursting into laughter, sometimes suddenly crying. I said: “No one can remember things from age one.” She said but she remembered, and described how once when her mother said “I love you” to that man on the phone, what kind of dress she wore, what color hair clip. She remembered feeling very sad then, already prepared for her mother to abandon her and leave home. But her mother didn’t leave, not until last year when she got stomach cancer, with her and her father beside her at the end. The girl fell silent, slowly sipping ketchup. I asked what she was thinking. She looked up at me, then lowered her head again. After a while she said: “Mm, let’s go.” On the way back, she said: “You don’t need to walk me back.” I said: “I go to the same school.” She was a bit surprised: “How come I’ve never seen you? What class are you in?” I gave my grade and class, saying: “There are over a thousand students in the whole school. Even if you’d seen me, you wouldn’t remember.” She shook her head: “I definitely haven’t seen you.” When we reached school I said goodbye to her, and she suddenly pulled me under a nearby pine tree and stuffed a heavy cloth bag into my hands. I loosened the drawstring and saw it was full of green game tokens. I told her to keep them herself and catch the giraffe tomorrow. She said: “I don’t want the giraffe anymore.” She pushed the bag into my arms and ran away. That night, she hanged herself in the dormitory with a white scarf. Because it was the weekend, everyone else had gone home. Not until Sunday afternoon when her roommate returned and couldn’t push open the door did they find security. Two days later, classmates from the girl’s class held a memorial service for her on the playground, lighting many candles. I walked through those crying girls to the center to look at the girl’s portrait.

“Can we get two more beers?” I asked, stubbing out my cigarette.

The girl Mo Mo or Meng Meng nodded and opened the private room door to call the server.

“Did you use the game tokens she gave you later?” the girl asked, turning her head.

“Mm.”

“Did you catch the giraffe?”

I shook my head.

“Didn’t catch it? Logically wouldn’t a long neck be easy to catch?”

“There was no giraffe. That doll pool never had any giraffes.”

The girl nodded, indicating for the server to open the beer in her hands.

“So then you confirmed your talent?” she asked.

“I was quite troubled at the time. When strangers tried to chat me up, I’d turn and walk away.”

“Why did you change your mind later?”

“Where is your boyfriend?”

“Don’t worry about him, keep talking.”

In college, I went to a southern city. Another autumn, a female classmate invited me on an outing. Four others came along—her boyfriend, a couple, and a lower-year female student. I wasn’t familiar with that female classmate at all and didn’t know why she asked me. But I went anyway. We took a two-hour bus to a suburban reservoir, set up barbecue equipment there. Everyone drank beer, played music on a small tape recorder, and started dancing. That single girl suddenly stopped dancing and asked if I’d take a walk with her nearby. I said: “Better not go, it’s getting dark.” So she asked me to sit with her for a while. We sat by the bonfire. The evening weather turned cool, flames leaping up and down, making our faces burning hot while cold wind still blew at our backs. She reached over her hand for me to hold. Her hand wasn’t cold, but wasn’t warm either—felt like touching a piece of clothing. She asked me: “What will this place be like in twenty years?” I said: “Still a reservoir, I suppose.” She said: “The water will dry up, don’t you know? The earth is almost finished.” I said: “Then witnessing its end wouldn’t be quite nice?” She smiled and said: “Little fool, that would be very painful.” She gazed into my eyes, then leaned over and kissed my lips. The others stopped dancing and laughed, making a fuss. The female classmate who invited me said: “She’s been devoted to you, kept begging me to bring you out.” We started grilling food. That girl ate nothing, always keeping her arm around me, hanging herself on me. Everyone else was teasing us, and I silently drank beer holding my can. After a while, she stood up saying she needed the bathroom. Another girl said: “I’ll go too, let’s go.” I said to that other girl: “Take good care of her.” She laughed and walked away arm in arm with her companion. I had a few more sips of beer, felt upset, and chased toward the bathroom. The other girl was looking for her everywhere, saying after coming out of the bathroom, she found her missing.

The girl Mo Mo or Meng Meng sat there with her arms wrapped around her knees. She had been very quiet, so much so that I periodically forgot her presence. I had never told anyone these things—not because they were secrets, just because no one had ever asked. From lack of telling, those stories had become stiff, like overnight bread.

“Jumped in the river?” the girl Mo Mo or Meng Meng asked softly.

“No, she took the bus home and swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills in her bedroom.”

“Everyone has their preferred way to die.”

“What’s yours?” I asked.

No answer.

“You fell for that girl then, didn’t you?” she asked.

“Not really.”

“Mm, at least your heart was moved. But then you discovered she just wanted to use your power to commit suicide—that must have felt bad.”

“I just didn’t understand why she had to act like she really liked me.”

“She probably hoped you’d fall for her.”

“Does that matter, for someone about to die?”

“Even when leaving, she wanted to take a little love with her.”

“I probably still can’t understand.”

“People always think those who want to commit suicide are heartbroken, feeling nothing matters anymore. Actually it’s not like that. Some people who want to die feel very satisfied at the end, like there’s a voice by their ear saying: ‘Don’t worry, it’s okay, this is nothing, we can all understand.'”

“You seem to have researched this quite thoroughly.”

“I like to understand something clearly before taking action.”

“Have you understood everything now?”

“Mm, just one thing left.”

“What thing?”

“Where people go after they die.”

“Where do you hope to go?”

“Hell is fine too, I just hope there’ll be someone to chat with.”

“Chat about what?”

“I don’t know—about music we liked listening to when alive?”

“What music do you like?”

“Damien Rice.”

“After the female vocalist Lisa left, he became quite mediocre.”

“Mm, he could never write songs like ‘9 Crime’ again.”

“Lisa’s own albums later weren’t great either.”

“They must have loved each other very deeply back then.”

“I suppose? I don’t know.”

“But why would two people who loved so deeply separate? If I found that person, even if we encountered floods or earthquakes, I’d never let go of his hand.”

The private room door opened and the server poked her head in:

“Sorry, we’re closing…”

“Should you call your boyfriend?” I asked.

“He won’t come,” she said. “This is the fourth one—people who agreed to die together but didn’t show up in the end. That’s quite normal, right?” She smiled. “To be honest, asking you to come was also because I really didn’t have courage to wait alone anymore.”

We left the restaurant. The subway had stopped running, but the dark tree shadows under streetlights were swaying, still making you feel the ground trembling beneath your feet. The girl Mo Mo or Meng Meng pulled up her hooded sweatshirt’s hood and retracted her hands into the sleeves. She stared at me as if searching for something on my body. When she finally withdrew her gaze, I wasn’t sure whether she had found it. I waited for her to say goodbye, then I would turn and leave. But she didn’t speak, so when she walked forward, I also started walking.

The wind was strong. I held a cigarette in my mouth and kept clicking my lighter—the flame would spring up then die. She leaned over and cupped her hands, helping me shield the flame. I took two deep drags before getting the cigarette lit. She was secretly staring at me again.

I followed her to the seaside. In this northern city, once autumn arrived, the sea died. The beach that had been full of umbrellas in summer was left with only desolate sand. The road planted with pine trees was pitch black, with the only light coming from a real estate advertisement at the top of a high-rise building overlooking the sea, displaying a huge phone number made of 6s and 8s.

We stood on the beach. The girl Mo Mo or Meng Meng gazed at the sea.

“Did you come see the enteromorpha in summer?” she asked.

“No. I hardly went out in summer.”

“Such a big patch, especially green—the sea really looked like it had a grassland. Some children were playing ball there. I bought a tent, wanting to move there and live on it. But after just a few days, bulldozers came. Why couldn’t they let it stay there?”

“I heard enteromorpha cookies are delicious,” I said.

“I wanted to drift away with it.”

“Is that your preferred way to die?”

No answer.

The seawater rose up, pushing waves to our feet. She looked down but didn’t move.

“Can I ask a question?” she said.

“Mm.”

“Have you never thought about death?”

“No,” I said. “Is that strange?”

A huge wave pushed over. Water splashed and shattered on our shoulders. I stepped back two paces, looking at her. She still stood there, not retreating.

I also stood there, to her left rear, seemingly waiting for the next wave to come and carry her away.

The wave came, and she turned to look at me.

The taste of water choking in your throat isn’t pleasant—if she asked, I would honestly tell her. That evening by the reservoir, when I chased to the bathroom and found the female classmate missing, I immediately rushed back to the water’s edge, calling her name. Echoes came from the distance, sharper and thinner, like a fake voice. I took off my jacket and dove headfirst into the water. The river water was ice cold and very heavy. I felt myself sinking. I let myself sink, as if she were down below. When I touched the riverbed, I felt I touched her smooth instep. I held onto it, and the river water wrapped around us. I stopped moving and closed my eyes. But it was still bright before my eyes—I couldn’t cut off my breathing. The water pressed against me, hitting my arms. Just wait a few more minutes, I thought. A few minutes later, I found myself loosening my arms, floating to the surface, swimming toward shore. When I climbed onto the bank, the warmth of that instep still remained in my palm. When I heard the girl had swallowed sleeping pills at home, I felt no sadness at all. I felt we had already said goodbye.

The girl Mo Mo or Meng Meng still stood there. As if somewhat tired of the coming and going seawater, she shook her hair that had been dampened by the waves, moved her feet, and stepped back two paces.

“When will the enteromorpha come again?” she asked softly.

“There was a little boy who played by the sea in summer, then couldn’t be found. When the enteromorpha comes again, maybe he’ll be sitting on it.”

“So cold,” the girl hugged her shoulders.

“Mm. The cold current has arrived.”

“I’m actually a bit hungry.”

“Then let’s get something to eat.”

“This late, what can I eat that won’t make me fat?”

“If you get fat, just be hungry again tomorrow.”

“Can you come here with me again tomorrow? I’ll pay separately.”

“I’m moving tomorrow.”

“Move the day after instead.”

“Come the day after then.”

She followed me back. The tide chased to our feet, then retreated. She put her hands in her pockets and exhaled lightly:

“I really don’t want to just go home like this. Dutifully set the alarm clock, crawl into bed, then wake from dreams to greet another cyclical Monday.”

“Every time I wake up I’m quite happy. Good thing those were all just dreams.”

“Let’s meet directly here the day after tomorrow,” she said when we reached the roadside.

“Dress warmly, it’s going to snow,” I said.

“I also like another Damien Rice song, ‘Rootless Tree.'”

“Mm, that one’s good.” I took a cigarette from the pack. She leaned over and cupped her hands.

When the flame lit up, she sang that song softly. The distant sound of waves was like drumbeats. In a long rest, the sky seemed to suddenly turn white.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 11: Home
Qiu Luo

On the day before her departure, Qiu Luo woke up particularly early. To avoid disrupting her usual rhythm, she lay in bed for a long time. When it was about time, she put on her nightgown, went to the living room to turn on the music, walked to the window, and pressed the button. The electric curtains slowly gathered together. She squinted her eyes, looking at the sun outside that was red to the point of being nauseating. Then she took a shower, dried her hair with a blow dryer, made coffee, toasted bread, went downstairs to get the day’s newspaper, and placed it on the table.

After finishing these tasks, she looked up at the clock on the wall—it was exactly time to wake up Jing Yu. But when she reached the bedroom, she discovered that Jing Yu was already awake, sitting on the bed in a daze.

This morning, his movements were exceptionally slow. It was already past the usual time for leaving, yet he still sat at the table reading the newspaper, with only half of his coffee consumed. Yesterday, the company had officially announced his promotion. Perhaps because his long efforts had finally paid off, his entire being suddenly relaxed.

She had been waiting for this day for a long time too. After urging him several times, Jing Yu finally got up. Before leaving, he said his colleagues wanted to celebrate for him tonight and asked her to join them. Qiu Luo refused, but immediately felt somewhat regretful. Whether or not she saw him beaming with satisfaction and smugness, it would be a kind of sadness.

After seeing Jing Yu off, she double-locked the door, dragged out an empty suitcase, and began packing. She had only selected some of her most frequently worn clothes, yet it was already too much. Qiu Luo took the clothes out one by one, putting them back in the closet, constantly reminding herself that she was going to live a brand new life, so these old clothes shouldn’t be brought along. Hair dryer, curling iron, cosmetics, records, books—she harshly screened every item that would accompany her on the journey, putting them in, then taking them out. Suddenly, for a moment, she felt they all had no value. The suitcase immediately became very empty. The cat had been watching from the side, and at this moment suddenly jumped into the suitcase, sitting in the center and refusing to come out. She didn’t know what it meant by doing this—whether it didn’t want her to leave, or wanted to go with her.

She spent great effort catching the cat and shutting it in the study. When she returned, she had already lost patience and randomly stuffed the clothes and cosmetics at hand into the suitcase, along with some frequently used medications and appliances, then immediately closed the suitcase, not wanting to look at it again. She was particularly inept at packing travel bags, perhaps because she rarely traveled far. She had never liked traveling before. Travel was full of constraints, a kind of restricted life. However, now her thinking had changed somewhat, and she preferred to call it a “disciplined life.” She dragged the heavy leather suitcase back to the balcony and placed that dusty shoebox on top of it again. Except for that cat currently wailing in the study, no one knew that hidden in the leather suitcase was her about-to-begin “disciplined life.”

There was still half an hour before the supermarket opened. She sat on the sofa and roughly finished reading the novel she had read halfway through. The bland ending—the author, writing to the end, probably also realized what a hypocritical story this was, suddenly lost all confidence, and had to hastily conclude. Qiu Luo hadn’t read an ending that satisfied her for a long time. Many novels had moving passages in their earlier parts, but it didn’t last long before they became confused and lost direction. She also knew she was being too harsh on those authors, but she demanded the same of herself, which is why she never became a novelist. The writing dreams she had as a girl were strangled by her own harshness.

At ten o’clock, she arrived at the supermarket. Black garbage bags (50×60 cm), men’s oil-control refreshing body wash, anti-dandruff shampoo, mugwort soap, collar cleaner, refill bag liquid hand soap, three-pack tissue boxes, men’s multivitamins, sixty-watt energy-saving light bulbs, A4 printer paper, hazelnut cookies. Before checkout, she grabbed four packs of AA batteries and threw them into the shopping cart.

At twelve o’clock, the dry cleaner—she picked up one of his suits and three shirts.

At twelve-thirty, after eating a bowl of pork cartilage ramen alone, she rushed to the pet store: five-kilogram bag of finicky cat food, ten pouches of cat treats. She asked the shop owner for a business card with the address and delivery phone number written on it. At the bank next door, she withdrew money and topped up the electricity and gas cards.

At one o’clock in the afternoon, she arrived at the café. After drinking a cup of espresso, she still felt sleepy and fell asleep lying on the table.

Yuan Yuan didn’t arrive until almost two o’clock, naturally bringing her child along. They moved outside to sit in the sun and chatted briefly, interrupted several times by the child’s crying. When Yuan Yuan picked up her daughter, pressing the little face against her own forehead and gently coaxing her, Qiu Luo suddenly had a strange thought: Did this little girl know her mother’s double eyelids were surgically created? Of course not—she didn’t even know where eyelids were located yet. Qiu Luo thought, this world had been lying from the very beginning; even a mother’s eyes that smile desperately at you could be fake.

At three-thirty, they left the café. On the way, Qiu Luo washed her car and filled it with gas. She just thought that the life she was leaving for Jing Yu shouldn’t be too barren. When she got home, the hourly worker Xiao Ju had already arrived and was mopping the floor.

“We need to do a thorough cleaning today,” Qiu Luo said as soon as she entered.

“Are guests coming?” Xiao Ju asked.

“Can’t we do a thorough cleaning if no guests are coming?” Qiu Luo countered, and Xiao Ju fell silent.

For the first time, she worked alongside Xiao Ju. They took down and washed the curtains, changed the bed sheets, threw away nearly half the expired and flavorless food from the refrigerator, discarded four pieces of clothing and three pairs of boots that would never be worn again, trimmed the cat’s matted long fur, and organized the clutter piled on the balcony. The more they worked, the more she realized how dirty and messy the house was. Xiao Ju came every afternoon to clean for about two hours, but now it seemed it was all just surface work. Qiu Luo suddenly felt somewhat sad, thinking her mother’s former warnings were right—she had been too kind to Xiao Ju usually, spoiling her and making her increasingly lazy.

After finishing the cleaning, it was nearly seven o’clock. Xiao Ju was somewhat sullen because her work hours had been extended without reason. Qiu Luo thought that since this was the last day, she shouldn’t be calculating anymore. So she gave those old clothes and boots to Xiao Ju. She knew Xiao Ju actually loved to dress up and had always liked these clothes. Xiao Ju became happy again and, seeing her cooking pasta, volunteered to help. When they brushed past each other, Qiu Luo again smelled that scent on her body. When Xiao Ju first arrived, she could hardly stand it. It was the smell of grass, the smell of hard, dry grain, the smell of poverty that emanated from eating poorly and lacking oil and fat. Later, after living in the city for a long time, this smell gradually faded. What she smelled now seemed like the last few wisps, disappearing in an instant into the creamy fragrance of the pasta.

Xiao Ju had watched her cook often and had learned to pour a little oil in the pot so the noodles wouldn’t stick together. At her place, Xiao Ju had also learned to make pizza, cheesecake, and cookies, and understood how to brew coffee and open red wine. Qiu Luo didn’t know whether these fancy skills would ever truly come in handy for Xiao Ju someday.

She had originally planned to have Xiao Ju stay for dinner, but she had to rush to another household to work, saying she was already running late. Qiu Luo ate the pasta alone. Because she used up the remaining half can of meat sauce, the noodles were salty and thick, and she only ate a small portion.

She sat there in a daze, remembering that this afternoon she had forgotten to tell Yuan Yuan that she had watched that movie called “Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?” a few days ago. Yuan Yuan had mentioned it long ago, saying she wasn’t sure if the repeatedly appearing line “Who’s afraid of Virginia Woolf?” had any deeper meaning. After watching it, Qiu Luo searched online and finally figured out that this phrase was a pun on the famous nursery rhyme “Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?” She then found Woolf’s collected works to read and studied the author’s portrait on the title page for a long time. On that face that really couldn’t be called beautiful, there was a pair of judging eyes that made one’s heart collapse and confess to the false life one was currently living. She really wanted to discuss this with Yuan Yuan and even had the urge to call her immediately. But at this moment, Yuan Yuan was probably accompanying her daughter in building blocks, or scolding the newly arrived fourth nanny, or continuing to argue with her mother-in-law about private versus public kindergarten. So even if she had remembered this during their afternoon meeting, Woolf wouldn’t have become their topic of conversation. Never would. The current Yuan Yuan only feared the big bad wolf, not Woolf.

The cat jumped onto the table, sniffed the noodles, stepped back a few paces, sat down and looked at her, its eyes full of puzzlement. As if to say, “If you leave, what will happen to me?” Indeed, the cat was something Qiu Luo insisted on keeping; Jing Yu didn’t like it at all. Because of this, he had to spend five minutes every morning using a lint roller to remove cat hair from his suit. Now that Qiu Luo was leaving, the cat couldn’t help but worry about its fate. But if one thought optimistically: while searching everywhere for a household to give the cat to, Jing Yu might fall into a new romance, and the successor female head of household might happen to love cats very much and not mind that it carried the scent of past events, then it could still smoothly join their new life.

She fell into imagining Jing Yu’s new life. How much time would he spend looking for her, how much time would he spend grieving her loss, how much time would he spend healing from this grief, how much time would he spend finding the next girl he had feelings for, how much time would he spend dating her until they slept together, how much time would he spend sleeping with her until they moved in together. Of course, many steps could proceed simultaneously or be skipped. This fit his efficiency-focused work style, and moreover, his personality indeed had a very decisive side. She felt very sad, as if she had already been deeply hurt by him, and leaving had instead become a kind of self-defense.

Qiu Luo’s mind was troubled. Seeing the clock pointing to ten, she couldn’t help but call Jing Yu. There was a commotion of merriment on the other end—after dinner they had gone to Old Huo’s house to drink. Jing Yu’s voice was very excited; apparently he had been drinking too.

“I’ll come pick you up,” Qiu Luo said, afraid he would refuse, and immediately hung up.

Old Huo was Jing Yu’s supervisor, living in the suburbs. Qiu Luo had been there many times. Every time she entered this huge villa district, she would get lost, but fortunately the security guard had already caught up on his bicycle to guide her way. The first time she came here, she really liked it. No one wouldn’t like it—European-style houses with such large private gardens, so quiet at night it seemed they were no longer in the human world. A house full of antique furniture, each with its own history. Darkly patterned carpets older than her grandmother made her feet afraid to step firmly. The fruit in the fruit bowl was so beautiful it had to be painted into a Vermeer oil painting. All the vessels gleamed, and as she gripped her wine glass, she thought she had never drunk such crystalline wine before. The hostess entertained them warmly with lobster flown in by plane and steaks made from spiritually raised cattle. After dinner, she brought out her collection of jade artifacts for everyone to admire. This hostess, like those antique furniture pieces, was dignified, as if custom-made for this house. The light from the floor lamp knew how to please its master like a dog, giving her the benevolent glow of a madonna. Later, when she encountered her by chance at a café, Qiu Luo felt relieved—turns out her foundation wasn’t applied so evenly, and it couldn’t completely cover the brown spots aged in time.

Qiu Luo tried hard to hide her culture shock and behaved very appropriately. She knew that Jing Yu, like her or perhaps even more so, had grown up in the countryside. No matter how grand the scenes he had witnessed since, his heart inevitably held some melancholy. The first time they came out of Old Huo’s house, she asked Jing Yu whether, if he reached Old Huo’s position in the future, they could also live in such a house. She didn’t know why she had asked this question so impatiently—perhaps just to draw a little closer to this house—but as soon as the question left her mouth, even she herself felt the desire in her heart. Jing Yu said, “I suppose so.” What he hesitated about wasn’t his own prospects, but the unreality of this house. But as a goal to strive for, it was so real.

Later, Qiu Luo became very afraid of coming to Old Huo’s house. When they spent an entire evening discussing that Ming dynasty antique vase on the table, she would suddenly have the evil thought of standing up and smashing it on the ground, to prove that she had the courage of that child who pointed out the emperor’s new clothes. But she didn’t. All she had was this persistent evil thought, making her restless and requiring great effort to keep herself pressed in her seat. Whenever this happened, she would look at Jing Yu resentfully. But not once did he catch her gaze.

She was despising a life she desired to approach and reach. The worst part was that it wasn’t because of jealousy. She quickly gave up the plan to tell Jing Yu about these feelings. To maintain his arduous work, he had to focus wholeheartedly and look at this goal with desire. Shaking this goal would be equivalent to taking away the bone placed in front of a dog—the result was predictable. So she remained silent, but from very early on knew that their ideals had already gone separate ways. Compared to breaking up, separating residences, or dividing property, the separation of ideals required no effort at all.

She arrived at Old Huo’s front door and heard a burst of laughter from inside the house. Feeling timid, she didn’t want to walk in under everyone’s gaze. She thought perhaps she could stand here quietly for a little while. She looked at the three black sedans parked nearby. Suddenly she couldn’t recognize which one was Jing Yu’s, and had to walk around to the back to check the license plate numbers to be sure. They were so similar.

A girl walked over from the distance. It was Old Huo’s daughter, only fourteen years old, but her body was already quite full. She hesitated whether to greet her, but finally hastily lowered her head, took out her phone, and pretended to prepare to make a call. The girl walked up to her, looked at her, and asked:

“Why don’t you go in?”

Her tone was somewhat hard, as if there was a hint of provocation. Qiu Luo was very angry and almost blurted out the retort, “Why should I go in?” But she held back and still didn’t speak, just continued to lower her head and press buttons on her phone.

The girl went inside and closed the door. Qiu Luo knew she had to go in now. Just as she was about to ring the doorbell, the door opened. The guests walked out. Old Huo’s wife gently patted her shoulder:

“You’re here. Come in and sit for a while?”

Qiu Luo smiled and shook her head. Everyone who saw her greeted her one after another. Jing Yu finished changing his shoes at the entrance and walked out, handing her the car keys.

As she was seeing them to their cars, Old Huo’s wife fingered her thin blouse, “Aren’t you cold, wearing just this one piece?”

“Seeing you makes me feel cold,” Qiu Luo said with a smile, pointing to the mink stole draped over Old Huo’s wife.

Jing Yu fell asleep in the car. Qiu Luo turned on the car’s music—it was a very sad man singing. She had never heard it before; this record wasn’t one she had bought. When the car stopped, Jing Yu woke up himself, opened the car door, picked up his suit jacket, and walked straight to the garage elevator door. She watched him from behind and felt he was already living in the life after her departure.

Neither of them had any intention of making this night longer, so they didn’t make love. When she dragged her suitcase out of the house the next day, she felt a trace of regret, like forgetting to bring a piece of luggage.

Qiu Luo had always thought she would definitely have insomnia on the last night. But this didn’t happen. Before falling asleep, she turned her face to look at Jing Yu one last time. The last time, yet she didn’t perceive any sadness. In all those nights before this, she had always looked at him like this, privately rehearsing their farewell. Having rehearsed too many times, the sadness diminished, and finally she even began to feel impatient. Who would know that the reason she had to leave was only because she had spent too much time imagining this thing, so this thing had to become real, otherwise life would be fake.

Xiao Ju

The next day, Xiao Ju had nothing much to do in the morning and had to make a trip to the post office in the afternoon, so she arrived relatively early. When she walked into the apartment building, she ran into Qiu Luo coming out with a suitcase. Qiu Luo looked momentarily startled when she saw her.

“Going on a business trip?” Xiao Ju asked.

“Mm.” Qiu Luo paused for a moment, then continued walking out.

Xiao Ju thought there would be some instructions to give, so she kept turning back to look at her. Qiu Luo walked faster and faster, flagging down a taxi that had just dropped off a passenger. Some strange intuition made Xiao Ju believe that Qiu Luo might not come back.

Xiao Ju opened the door, took off her shoes, and began working. She was washing coffee cups in the kitchen, but her mind kept thinking about Qiu Luo’s departure. She dropped the half-washed coffee cup, dried her hands, and went to the bedroom and study to look around. She found no letters or notes left behind. She thought, of course, knowing that the housekeeper might see them while working, who would leave letters or notes in obvious places? Besides, perhaps the male head of household knew about her leaving. However, for some reason, Xiao Ju still leaned toward the male head of household not knowing. She went to check the wardrobe and dressing table. The clothes were full to bursting, and at first glance seemed complete. The cosmetics were almost all left behind, and the necklaces, earrings, and rings in the jewelry box were all there too. She was getting a bit tired of thinking, and finally concluded that it might really be as simple as a business trip for a few days.

Leaving Qiu Luo’s house, Xiao Ju took the bus to the post office. On the way, De Ming called three times, and she hung up on all of them. She really didn’t want to shout at him on the bus. At the post office entrance, the phone rang again. She answered:

“Stop urging me, I’m already at the post office entrance.” She hung up the phone in exasperation. The phone finally fell quiet.

There were many people queuing at the post office, with the longest line being for money transfers. The girl standing in front of her had a bun so short it couldn’t be shorter, holding a small cloth bag that looked nothing like a wallet. You could tell at a glance she was also a housekeeper. Looking further ahead, she felt at least two more were too. She wondered why it was all women sending money—were the men in their families all like De Ming?

Since last autumn, De Ming hadn’t worked outside. At first it was because they were building a house at home, but after the house was finished, he showed no intention of going out to work. Xiao Ju didn’t want him to come to Beijing. The child would start elementary school this autumn, and having someone close to home to supervise her would be good. De Ming himself didn’t like coming to Beijing either. Last year when he came and stayed for less than half a year, he left as soon as that construction crew disbanded. Xiao Ju just hoped he would go to Mianyang, only an hour’s journey away, so he could come home every day. Just after the Spring Festival, he went for more than half a month. Later, after several consecutive days of rain, the project was suspended, and he hadn’t gone again since then. He spent all day gathering with several people to play cards, and when they played cards, there had to be money involved, otherwise they found it boring. Every time Xiao Ju called home, he would always say:

“I got up this morning and saw the sky was heavily overcast, afraid it might rain…”

“Did all the clouds gather over your Sichuan?” Xiao Ju would angrily shout at him.

He always had his reasons too, saying this year’s climate was abnormal, looking like some disaster might happen, maybe a torrential rain or mudslide. Xiao Ju said, “So now you can read the stars and weather?” They would argue to the point of irreconcilability, both threatening divorce. After a week, when Xiao Ju’s anger subsided and she called home, it was still bad weather there. They would start arguing again. This cycle continued, and Xiao Ju still sent money home every month, but starting two months ago, she began keeping some of the extra money she earned for herself. This time, less than a month had passed when De Ming came urging her to send money. After questioning him for a long time, he finally admitted he had lent the money to his cousin to build a house. They started fighting again. Xiao Ju cursed viciously over the phone, but still came to the post office.

Thinking about it made Xiao Ju feel wronged. She didn’t find working outside bitter—unlike some people who missed home after being away for a long time and cried when thinking of their children. She adapted quickly, feeling that Beijing had its good points too. She had even bought an old television and could watch Korean dramas in the evenings when she returned to her lodging, occasionally buying fish and shrimp at the market to cook for herself. She didn’t really miss her child either—occasionally calling was enough, and she had no particular worries. Perhaps because she could get by anywhere, she increasingly felt what use was such a useless man who couldn’t even make her life a little better.

This afternoon, Xiao Ju clutched her wallet, standing in the money transfer queue with several other housekeepers, slowly shuffling forward, when suddenly she felt intense sadness. She really wanted to break free from this shackled queue and gain some freedom. Freedom—thinking of this word, Qiu Luo’s departing figure with her suitcase immediately appeared before her eyes. She believed that figure was heading toward freedom.

The next day when Xiao Ju came to Qiu Luo’s house, no one was home. But strangely, the room was very tidy, exactly the same as when she had left. Everything in the house was properly placed in its original position, with no signs of being used. The male head of household seemed not to have returned either. The cat’s food bowl was completely empty. Xiao Ju put food in it, and it devoured it ravenously—apparently no one had fed it last night either. Though the house was clean, she couldn’t let herself be idle, so she mopped the floor and wiped the bookcases again. While working, she wondered what was going on. There were two reasonable possibilities: either they had both gone out of town on business or vacation; or Qiu Luo had really run away from home, and after discovering this, the male head of household had gone to look for her. She quickly eliminated the first possibility, because if both of them were leaving, Qiu Luo should have said something when she saw her, or left her a note at home. But the second possibility also didn’t quite make sense. From when the male head of household returned home to discovering Qiu Luo was gone would still require some time. During the waiting period, he would surely eat or drink something, but not even a water glass had been touched. When Xiao Ju left, she put back on the door the advertising flyers she had taken down when she arrived.

The next day when she came, she found that the advertising flyer was still on the door. The house remained as clean as before, and the cat ran to her as soon as it saw her, circling around her and meowing loudly. No one had returned. She did a perfunctory cleaning and then sat on the sofa, flipping through the fashion magazines on the table. The afternoon room was full of sunlight. As she read, her eyes could barely stay open, so she lay down on the sofa and slept for a while. When she woke up, the cat was curled up by her feet, warm and cozy. She put on her coat and shoes, picked up the keys and walked out the door, suddenly feeling some attachment to this house.

By the fifth day, she finally couldn’t help but call Qiu Luo. The phone was turned off. From afternoon to evening, she made several more calls, all met with a turned-off phone. What worried her most was that something might have happened to the male head of household, but Qiu Luo, who had run away from home, still didn’t know. Before going to bed, she lay in bed, recalling that it was the male head of household who had initially called the agency to hire her. Perhaps the agency still had his phone number, and she planned to ask about it tomorrow.

But this matter had its difficulties. She had already fallen out with the agency long ago, for a very common reason: after accumulating some regular employers, she bypassed the agency and contacted employers directly to settle wages. This way employers could pay a little less, while she could earn at least twice as much each month. Many hourly workers did the same as her, but there were also many failed examples. Some returned after a few months, humbly begging the company to take them back. When Xiao Ju saw them at the time, she had decided to have more backbone—once she left, she would never return.

She could only ask Sister Xia for help. When leaving the company, she had asked Sister Xia to come along, but Sister Xia was afraid she couldn’t do it reliably and was also afraid of making enemies with the agency. People had different aspirations, and Xiao Ju didn’t want to force her. They still often met in the evenings to chat.

Xiao Ju didn’t tell Sister Xia the truth. She only said the male and female heads of household had quarreled, and the male head hadn’t been home for several days. The female head was so angry at home that she became ill, neither eating nor drinking. So she wanted to secretly call the male head. Sister Xia laughed at her, saying she was meddling in too many affairs, as if she were their housekeeper. But then she said she probably couldn’t help, as asking directly would definitely not work, and that phone book was locked in their drawer, impossible to peek at. Xiao Ju desperately begged her, persistently, until she finally agreed to see what she could do and look for an opportunity.

But the express delivery she received the next day completely dispelled Xiao Ju’s idea of calling the male head of household. At that time, she was grooming the cat in the empty house when the delivery person pounded on the door. He had come up to try his luck because he was in the neighborhood:

“I’ve been calling for several days, but the phone’s always turned off,” the delivery person complained. Xiao Ju took the package, which had Qiu Luo’s name written as the recipient.

Without thinking, she tore open the envelope. This type of large express company envelope could be seen everywhere, and it wouldn’t be difficult at all to reseal it to look original. Inside was a thin sheet of paper—a letter. She looked at the signature; it was from Jing Yu.

She read the letter while slowly walking to the sofa and sitting down. Then she read it again.

Luoluo:

The afternoon when the promotion news was announced, I felt completely hollowed out, sitting in the office not wanting to do anything, not wanting to go home either. I felt like a spinning top that had been constantly whipped, spinning rapidly, now suddenly stopped. I couldn’t even stand steady.

I know I shouldn’t have any complaints about my current life. This is indeed a stable, prosperous life, and it will surely get better and better. But I can’t think carefully about what kind of “better” this “better” really is. Once I think about it, I immediately feel that this “better” is meaningless.

When we first met, we were somewhat unrealistic. You were still writing things then, I remember you talked to me about the novel you planned to write. Thinking about it now, it seems like such a distant thing. You know, I’ve always said it doesn’t matter whether you work or not, you can do whatever you want as long as you feel happy. But if I still have any extravagant hopes, it would be that I hope you can give me some passion, some idealistic things. I’m very afraid of becoming as boring and vulgar as those colleagues. I’m not blaming you when I say these things.

Sometimes when I wake up in the morning and think about the remaining greater half of my life, I feel there’s no suspense left at all, and I find it terrifying. I know that leaving like this now will cost me a lot. But I can’t convince myself to stay here and continue living a life without suspense. As for where to go and what to do, I really haven’t made any plans.

I remember during New Year this year, your parents discussed with us, hoping we would get married this year. We’ve been together for six years now, and now it can’t be realized. I feel very guilty about this. But my leaving isn’t to escape marriage. What I’m escaping might be something bigger than marriage.

Writing this letter in the office, perhaps due to the atmosphere, makes me write very seriously and unable to discuss emotional topics with you. Those things can be left for later discussion, perhaps they’ll be clearer then.

I’ll leave the house and car to you. When I return later, I’ll help you with the transfer procedures.

Jing Yu

Xiao Ju put down the letter, extremely astonished. These two people had actually run away from home on the same day without prior agreement. Also, they hadn’t even been married yet, though they looked like a couple of many years. She calculated that she was actually a year younger than Qiu Luo, yet her child was already six years old. City women could remain unmarried for such a long time.

That night, there was a power outage at her lodging. Xiao Ju sat alone in the dark, thinking about many things. She thought that city people lived so carefully and selectively—once they felt there was a problem, they immediately wanted to change. Country people like her weren’t lacking the courage to change their lives, it’s just that they lived in a muddle, and even when life had problems, they couldn’t see them. But it seemed it wasn’t quite like that either. She did know where life’s problems lay. That was De Ming. Almost all her troubles came from him. It turned out she had always known where the problem was and wasn’t afraid to bear the consequences of changing her life; she had just never seriously thought about solving the problem.

Xiao Ju seriously considered the matter of divorce. If she did this, she definitely wouldn’t return to Sichuan, and she wouldn’t want the child either. Thinking about staying in Beijing alone like this, there was nothing to be afraid of. As for men, she thought there would eventually be some. If there weren’t, she would accept it. Qiu Luo had once told her she was a Virgo, and Xiao Ju also felt that those descriptions of Virgos all fit her. She had standards she wouldn’t lower, belonging to the type who would rather have nothing than settle for less.

Xiao Ju’s thoughts felt somewhat stifling, so she decided to go out for a walk. She came to the street, where both sides were lined with small restaurants. The signs were bright red, people sat in circles around round tables, eating spicy food, drinking fizzy beer, talking and laughing very lively. Walking along and watching, she also felt herself becoming heated and energetic. She took out her phone and sent De Ming a text message. She wrote:

“When I talk about divorce with you, it’s not just angry words. I really feel there’s no point in continuing like this.” After writing, she read it again and changed “point” to “meaning.”

After sending the message, she felt much more refreshed. Looking up, she discovered she had unknowingly walked to the building where Qiu Luo lived. She hesitated for a moment, then decided to go up and stay for a while; she could even take a hot shower.

When Xiao Ju used her key to open the door, she heard muffled thumping sounds from inside. Her heart tensed a little, worried they had returned. But she was also somewhat curious, so she didn’t retreat. As soon as she entered, it was pitch black inside, not like anyone was there. When she turned on the lights, she saw the cat was struggling by the shoe cabinet. It had always liked playing with sneaker laces, with the thin strings winding and swinging around like a living creature that could play with it. But this time, somehow, it had managed to tie all four of its paws into the laces, and the shoe was stuck under the shoe cabinet, unable to move. No matter how hard it tried to break free, it remained bound to that shoe under the shoe cabinet.

Xiao Ju untied those strings. The cat was already exhausted and slowly walked to the water bowl to drink water in big gulps. Xiao Ju had never had much feeling for cats, but at this moment she felt somewhat heartbroken. If she hadn’t walked here tonight and only came tomorrow afternoon, the cat would probably have continued struggling like this and would surely have despaired long ago.

The cat incident gave Xiao Ju a very good excuse. From then on, she came to this apartment every evening. She would take a shower and watch TV. Sometimes she also watched DVDs—Qiu Luo’s house had several boxes of them. Just the matter of taking a shower alone already made her feel life was much more joyful. The water flow was so strong, the hot water seemed endless, and she could even sit in the bathtub and soak her aching legs and feet. Qiu Luo’s house also had many books. Actually, Xiao Ju had always loved reading. When Qiu Luo was there, she often gave her some old magazines. However, the books in Qiu Luo’s house were all too profound; there were many she couldn’t understand. Some books that Qiu Luo had flipped through before leaving were still on the desk, not put back on the bookshelf. Among them, several were written by a foreign woman named Woolf. Xiao Ju picked them up one by one to look through, but couldn’t get into reading them no matter what. Long passages spoke in riddles, making people not know what was happening. However, one of them was called “A Room of One’s Own.” It said that women must have a room of their own. Reading this, Xiao Ju felt very moved. Now, having such a temporary room that could accommodate her, she indeed felt life was completely different from the past.

But she rarely stayed overnight here, except for two occasions when she watched horror DVDs and was too scared to walk the night roads. She had some obsessive cleanliness about beds—she didn’t want others to sleep in her bed, and she felt Qiu Luo would think the same way. As for De Ming, he sent back a text message after a day: “Do whatever you think is best.” Xiao Ju thought she indeed wanted to handle things according to her own wishes. She planned to find time to go home and have a good talk with De Ming about divorce.

After half a month passed, a very practical problem presented itself. With both Qiu Luo and the male head of household gone, no one was paying her wages. This salary of six hundred yuan per month represented a very large proportion of her total income. Apart from Qiu Luo’s house, the other regular households she visited, some only needed her once a week. Then there was scattered work—they’d call her when needed, and she’d be idle when there were no calls. Now without these six hundred yuan, most of her working hours were empty. She had to swallow her pride and ask some clients to help inquire whether any of their friends needed help. Finding work required patience; she had to prepare for the fact that her income would be very low for the next few months. So she felt very conflicted. Sometimes she really hoped Qiu Luo and the others would return quickly and pay her wages. But if they returned, she would no longer be able to use this apartment. This apartment meant freedom to her. She had always thought that having money must be more free than having no money, but her current situation was that having money would actually cause her to lose freedom.

However, the choice between money and freedom was not in her own hands. All Xiao Ju could do was accept whatever fate brought.

But heaven and fate had even greater arrangements. De Ming’s crow mouth had actually been right. Although the nation’s clouds hadn’t gathered over Sichuan’s skies, all the energy in the earth’s crust had erupted in Sichuan. On the afternoon of the earthquake, Xiao Ju was working at a client’s house when Sister Xia called to inform her. She called De Ming and her family, but couldn’t get through to anyone. In the evening when she watched TV, she learned how serious it was. She called all her relatives’ numbers one by one, but none went through. She could only comfort herself by saying that the disaster areas reported in the news were still some distance from their location.

She sat on Qiu Luo’s sofa, facing that television, clutching the phone and continuously pressing redial. Sister Xia called again to ask about the situation and comfort her. Finally she sighed:

“Such a big thing happened, and you’re still quite calm about it.”

“What else can I do?” Xiao Ju said.

She had already experienced the power of natural disasters. Her mother had been killed by a fallen electric pole during the 1998 floods. She still remembered how she and her brother held each other in the hospital corridor, crying their hearts out. The so-called strength was cried out in tears that summer. Xiao Ju kept guard by the television, waiting for the latest news from Sichuan. She was very hungry and found a wrinkled apple in Qiu Luo’s refrigerator to eat. Not knowing where the courage came from, she actually opened a bottle of red wine and gulped it down. Not long after drinking, the phone call actually went through. De Ming called to her from the other end, but she thought it was the alcohol’s effect making her hallucinate, and was too scared to respond for a long time. De Ming and the child were both fine, and everyone in the family was still there, but the newly built house had completely collapsed in the earthquake. They were temporarily moved to earthquake-proof shelters set up outdoors.

In the following week, the news was all about search and rescue operations. Xiao Ju spent all her time outside of work in front of the television. Villages very close to their location had also lost many people. De Ming often called to report their safety and would always mention that so-and-so they knew had lost relatives.

Sometimes when Xiao Ju hung up the phone and turned off the TV, looking at the scene before her, she felt somewhat dazed. The cat slept unknowingly on the reclining chair, the wind gently stirred the gauze curtains, the gardenia flowers on the windowsill had all bloomed, and the clock on the wall without a second hand and graduations always made people think it had stopped. She couldn’t say whether all this was too quiet or too cold.

Sister Xia asked her why she was still staying here instead of returning to Sichuan. She said the houses had all collapsed, building new ones required money, and how could she earn money if she went back? Sister Xia thought what she said made sense. But Xiao Ju herself became confused. During these recent days in Beijing, she hadn’t earned much money either. If Sister Xia hadn’t asked like this, she almost forgot that she came to Beijing to earn money. Now it was truly time when money was needed. De Ming had also lent money to his cousin to build a house, and now that house had collapsed too. The money owed to them probably could never be repaid. Thinking about it made Xiao Ju angry.

A few days later, De Ming’s sister in Mianyang took their parents over. This left only De Ming alone with the child, feeling somewhat overwhelmed. He called to ask Xiao Ju’s opinion.

“You should also go to Mianyang to find your sister,” Xiao Ju said coldly.

“So many people all going to someone else’s place, how embarrassing would that be? Mianyang is also chaotic now, can’t find any work at all,” De Ming said.

“So what do you mean?”

“I’m thinking of putting Lanlan at their place first. School isn’t in session anyway, and my parents can still take care of her.”

“What about you?”

“I think I should come to Beijing to find you,” De Ming answered without much confidence, and the next sentence was even weaker, “There’s nothing left here anymore.”

Xiao Ju was silent for a long time and said, “Let me think about it.” She hung up the phone and suddenly felt this was the only way, and there wasn’t really anything to think about. But there seemed to be some ethereal joy, inexplicably believing that De Ming had become somewhat better.

On the day De Ming took the train to Beijing, the male head of household sent back a letter. “For Qiu Luo.” Seeing the familiar name, Xiao Ju’s heart actually felt some concern.

Luoluo:

Writing this letter, I’m in Mianyang. After leaving home, I wandered everywhere, but still couldn’t seem to find anywhere to stay. I had originally planned to go to the northwest to be a rural teacher. When I heard about the earthquake, I thought perhaps I could come to Sichuan. A few days ago I went to help in one of the most severely affected towns. The phrase I heard most every day was “signs of life.” This phrase always excites me, as if I’ve grasped the meaning of life. It sounds really funny—I actually can’t help much, but being here, rushing around everywhere every day, constantly in a state of wanting to help, makes me feel very energetic all over.

When I mention being a rural teacher, coming here as a volunteer, you’ll probably laugh at me. Neither of us is the type with hot blood, nor do we have overflowing compassion. At first I didn’t understand myself either, but later I thought of a book I’d read that described the mentality of certain fanatics. They selflessly throw themselves into charity and public welfare because they are complete failures in their own lives. They do this to escape the constant sense of defeat they experience. Helping others gives them satisfaction, and this is the only work that won’t bring blame and negation. Kindness became their last umbrella of protection. The volunteers here are as numerous as locusts. I don’t know if they, like me, came with the purpose of self-rescue.

I have to go to another county later, so I can’t continue writing. Oh, I suddenly remembered that Xiao Ju, who works in our house, is from Sichuan. I wonder if her family are all safe? Please give her my regards.

Jing Yu

Seeing the last sentence, Xiao Ju’s tears fell, although she still didn’t understand why Jing Yu wanted to go to Sichuan. She turned on the TV to watch news reports from the disaster relief sites, hoping to find Jing Yu among the vast crowds.

She watched for a long time without seeing Jing Yu, but suddenly spotted someone who looked very much like Qiu Luo among the volunteer medical rescue teams. Xiao Ju thought this must be a scene she had imagined. Because she had forgotten what Jing Yu looked like, what she was looking for had become Qiu Luo instead. But when that woman left the screen, she clearly saw that familiar figure walking away with a suitcase. Later, Xiao Ju often recalled this magical scene that appeared on television that afternoon. She became more and more convinced that person was Qiu Luo. She told herself, since they could run away from home on the same day, why couldn’t they both go to Sichuan as volunteers?

At the same moment, following her instructions, De Ming was putting the valuable things from home into plastic woven bags and hurrying to the train station. Though their village never appeared on television, Xiao Ju seemed to see him walking out from broken walls and rubble. As he walked, he turned back for a lingering look.

In the few days before De Ming came to Beijing, Xiao Ju kept hesitating whether to tell him about the empty apartment. But while waiting for his arrival, she unconsciously changed the bed sheets in the apartment’s bedroom. The freshly washed bed sheets had the lemon-scented fragrance left by the detergent. Xiao Ju spread them out and smoothed them flat, as devout as facing a brand new life. She realized how much she was looking forward to De Ming’s quick arrival. But that anticipation was filled with shyness and nervousness, as if she were doing something very risky. She was happily lost, feeling as if she wasn’t waiting for her man in a strange room, but rather in her own home, expecting a strange man to ring the doorbell.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 12: Wedding Dress
In April, Qiao Qisha returned from Sydney to attend Juan’s wedding. Juan went to the airport to pick her up, watching from a distance as she walked over with two newly heightened cheekbones. The voices were noisy, the air filled with the sour stench of sweat, so the planned embrace was omitted. Walking outside, Qiao Qisha took out two Kent cigarettes, handed one to Juan, and they stood next to an iron trash can to smoke. Juan smoked very quickly, always with a vicious urgency to destroy it quickly. After finishing, she stood there, bored, and reached out to touch Qiao Qisha’s cheekbones, finding them cold and hard, yet said they looked very natural.

She drove Qiao Qisha home, and when they were almost there, couldn’t help but ask: Such high cheekbones, won’t they bring misfortune to your husband? Qiao Qisha sneered coldly, saying, I’m afraid they won’t kill him fast enough. Juan thought of Heitan’s yellowed, shriveled face and suddenly felt he might die early.

In the rearview mirror, Qiao Qisha was tightly holding her face and applying lipstick again—this pale pink color was this year’s trending shade. Juan felt very melancholy inside. How beautiful Qiao Qisha used to be, but now she had permanently become a girl whose smile never reached her eyes.

When Juan opened the door, Qiao Qisha asked: Don’t you need to prepare for tomorrow’s wedding? She said everything was pretty much ready, her mother and the others had come long ago and wouldn’t let her manage anything. Two cats rushed out, one black and one white, circling around her and meowing loudly. She scattered two handfuls of cat food into the small bowls on the floor, and they finally quieted down. Qiao Qisha asked, Didn’t you used to have a dog? The dog died, so I switched to cats.

Qiao Qisha walked around the house and looked at the floor lamp made of white feathers in the bedroom, saying: Very well made. She asked in surprise, How did you know I made it myself? Qiao Qisha said, Because you told me many times. You’re always showing off your little artistic touches, endlessly. They sat on the sofa for a while. Juan got up to make two cups of coffee, then turned on the music—lazy Bossa Nova filled the room. Qiao Qisha picked up the wedding photo album from the coffee table and flipped through it page by page. He looks pretty good, just a bit short. Juan sat down and said, This “Lover’s Wharf” set was shot by the seaside. Halfway through shooting, a typhoon came. Later we had to go back specifically to reshoot—it was exhausting. Qiao Qisha sighed, I really don’t understand what’s the point of taking these photos, they’re so fake. She closed the album, put it back on the table, pinched up a sugar cube that had been dipped in coffee with her fingertips, and put it directly in her mouth. Crumbs immediately scattered, whitening the black mesh skirt on her knees. Juan stared blankly for a while, then felt that Qiao Qisha hadn’t lost her beauty after all, which somehow made her uncomfortable.

Qiao Qisha had made plans and wouldn’t be eating dinner with her. Before leaving, she remembered to ask for a condom. Juan laughed, You’re truly worthy of being a Greedy Wolf woman. Qiao Qisha didn’t understand, What’s a Greedy Wolf woman? Juan said, I’ve been studying Zi Wei Dou Shu recently. The main star in your destiny palace is Greedy Wolf—you’re destined for romantic encounters, promiscuous and excessive. Qiao Qisha said, I’m much more restrained now. Just give me a condom. Juan then said, I don’t have any. Qiao Qisha was very surprised, Do you take pills then? Juan laughed, From contraceptive methods alone, you can see we’re dating completely different types of men. If you always sleep with relatively traditional middle-aged men, you’d know how low the usage rate of condoms is. Qiao Qisha frowned: Don’t you think middle-aged men have a decaying smell about them? She added, Taking pills is very bad for your body, and it really does make you gain weight. But I don’t understand why you accommodate men. Juan wasn’t to be outdone: I’m not accommodating anyone—I don’t like condoms myself. That rubber smell makes me want to vomit just thinking about it. And thinking about inserting such a foreign object into your body is always awkward. Qiao Qisha said, Is it that serious? You’ve used tampons before, haven’t you? If you can get used to those, why not these? Qiao Qisha was always so aggressive like this. Juan couldn’t stand it and said hesitantly, Maybe I’m more sensitive. Qiao Qisha lifted her wrist to check her watch, There’s no time, I have to go. We’ll continue talking when I get back tonight. As Juan was closing the door, she asked, Are you sure you’re coming back tonight? Qiao Qisha shook her head, Not sure. At the latest, early tomorrow morning—I’ll definitely make it to your wedding. Give me a key anyway, in case I come back in the middle of the night and have to wake you up by knocking. Juan took a key off her keychain, handed it to Qiao Qisha, and said, Come back early. The makeup artists will be here at seven o’clock, and if you’re here, you can help too… Before she finished speaking, the Greedy Wolf woman had already been enclosed between the elevator doors with the fragrance of peach blossoms.

It was like returning to several years ago, when they were studying at university in Toronto. Qiao Qisha would go out on dates with great enthusiasm, while Juan would bite on a cigarette, curled up on the sofa watching HBO movies, quietly waiting for that long-haired young man they shared the apartment with to return. If he happened to be in the mood and the other two roommates weren’t there, they could do it. Do it, just do it—she didn’t even ask which school he was studying art at or what exactly he had painted. But she wasn’t very focused even during sex; later she couldn’t remember the size of his penis or his preferred positions at all, even though he was her first. She only remembered that she couldn’t make noise. The other people might come back at any time, maybe they had already returned and were in the living room. But she really, really wanted to cry out. The entire pleasure of making love seemed to be just about crying out. The louder she cried, the faster orgasm would come. Once she did cry out, and the young man propped himself up and grabbed a sock to stuff in her mouth. It was very smelly. From then on, the stink became inseparable from intercourse, and she always maintained the view that making love was a very smelly thing. So whether before or after making love, she never liked to shower.

She didn’t cry out, so the others never discovered this thing—they were really too careless. Didn’t the wrinkled bed sheets and the drops of semen on them ever arouse Qiao Qisha’s suspicion? They were roommates, after all. She might have seen it, but she didn’t ask. She wouldn’t ask—she didn’t have the habit of questioning. She herself was straight, so she couldn’t imagine anything crooked. She herself was bright and clear, so she assumed ambiguity didn’t exist in the world. Qiao Qisha always had the bearing of a leading lady—if she stood on stage, the spotlight would definitely follow her.

Juan herself, of course, wouldn’t tell either. She thought the long-haired young man was terrible, especially after Qiao Qisha brought back her mixed-race boyfriend—then she found him even more slovenly, like a dirty rag. She thought to herself, this would end soon anyway. But it actually lasted more than a year, until she discovered she was pregnant. Then she really couldn’t tell. If Qiao Qisha found out that she had gotten knocked up by this dirty rag, she would probably never be able to hold her head up in front of her again. So Juan endured until summer vacation before returning to China to have the abortion. By then the fetus had already begun to take shape. As she sat alone in the chair waiting for surgery, she covered a thin paper over the ultrasound image and traced its outline. Her heart changed, giving birth to a kind of tenderness, and a stinking lustful feeling kept surging up in her throat. The summer vacation was too long. She lied to her mother and returned to Toronto a month early, but the long-haired young man had already been deported for fighting. He had punched a Canadian police officer—one punch—very decisively ending his story with her, and having sufficient reason to vanish from the world thereafter. In her life, relationships always ended like this, abruptly. Most importantly, they were always very secretive from beginning to end, without a single witness.

II

Juan stood in the middle of the room and spaced out for a while, then dragged Qiao Qisha’s suitcase next to the sofa, opened it, and examined the clothes one by one. Qiao Qisha still loved hooded sweatshirts so much—white, blue, dark red with ham patterns—along with camisoles to wear underneath. There were two pairs of jeans, both skinny low-rise, the kind that clung tightly to the body. Just to show off her ass, Juan thought.

She untied a drawstring cloth bag and pulled out seven or eight sets of matching bras and panties. Black soft satin trimmed with lace, light purple with a U-shaped underwire in the middle (she didn’t even bring low-cut clothes, what’s the point of wearing this), creamy white transparent mesh (having nipples constrained by this would be torture), pink and white checkered, three-quarter cup with thick padding on the inside (same preference as porn actresses). The panties were almost all transparent, mostly thongs, thin as mouse tails. Thinking about how they would stick there made her body uncomfortable.

Were these Heitan’s preferences? Juan tried hard to remember but still couldn’t recall what Heitan was like when making love. But remembering wouldn’t be of any use anyway. They had only done it a few times, both very restrained, never getting familiar with each other. Heitan just wanted to steal pleasure, but stole it without any joy at all. He lay on top of her, so frightened, pretending to be nonchalant, yet asking over and over again, Qiao Qisha didn’t say she was coming to see you today, did she? Juan only remembered this sentence because it shattered her dream of being able to cry out, and also made her understand that there was no hope of prying this man away from Qiao Qisha’s side. But she still didn’t give up, trying again and again—baking cakes, making soup, bathing him after making love, helping him put on his shoes before going out. She thought these things could make Heitan feel that she loved him more than Qiao Qisha did, or at least was more suitable to be a wife.

Until one morning when Heitan and Qiao Qisha appeared side by side at her door. Qiao Qisha said, We’ve decided to get married and then immigrate to Australia. Heitan looked at her with a smile, not daring to give even an ambiguous glance. Juan let them come in and sit, eating the cheesecake she had made. They were eating the same cake that Heitan had eaten just the afternoon before, and Heitan said it was delicious, just like he had the afternoon before. Juan asked, Do you need me to be a bridesmaid? Heitan immediately said, No need, you’d have to travel so far, it’s too much trouble. I have a cousin who happens to be in Sydney. Juan said, You’re really too sudden—I don’t even have time to prepare a wedding gift. Qiao Qisha sat there listlessly, as if she hadn’t woken up yet. It was all Heitan talking: We accept your sentiment. Juan smiled and nodded, thinking she should bring out that wool vest Heitan had left here—that would be my sentiment. They also drank a bowl of the lotus seed soup that Heitan had drunk the afternoon before, then got up to leave. At the door, Qiao Qisha suddenly turned around, hugged Juan and said: Will you miss me? This was the only time in five years of friendship that she had asked about Juan’s feelings. She seemed to have no confidence in their friendship. Perhaps because of this rarity, Juan was a little moved. She said, Yes.

Juan picked up those pieces of underwear one by one, examining them carefully. They weren’t new—each piece had been worn for a long time. When Qiao Qisha was at home, she must have worn these undergarments too. So she thought, no matter what, Qiao Qisha was still passionate about underwear, which meant she still had love. Maybe her relationship with Heitan wasn’t as bad as they said. It was probably the third month after they left that Heitan started calling her. The first time he was very timid, his words reserved. The second time, third time, gradually it became very natural—at least once a week, with nothing particular to discuss, just chatting. More precisely, listening to Heitan complain. He earned money to support the family, paying for Qiao Qisha to continue her studies. He ate box lunches at noon and had to work overtime at night—it was very hard. And Qiao Qisha only went to school three mornings a week, spending all other time at home, but she never cleaned the room. The house was as messy as a pigsty. Before coming, she had sworn she would learn to cook, but after living there for half a year, she hadn’t even touched the stove. There was only a microwave oven left by the landlord, which quickly became dirty and old, its rotating plate stained with milk and soy sauce. Every day when he came home and opened the door, he would either see a house full of strangers having some inexplicable party, all drunk, with furniture pushed to corners of the room and the carpet sticky with vomit, Qiao Qisha extending her arm from among a pile of heads to wave at him; or he would see the room completely empty, the bedroom looking as if it had been robbed, with bottles and jars toppled all over the dressing table, the wardrobe wide open, colorful clothes flooding out like a torrent, overflowing the entire room. How could such days continue? Heitan repeated this sentence countless times, while Juan remained silent on this end. Yet after a few minutes, he would hang up and obediently return to those impossible days.

They made love over the phone several times. At that time, Heitan and Qiao Qisha were in a cold war and hadn’t had sex for a long time—this was what Heitan said himself. The first time, their vocabulary was very poor, especially verbs, just constantly repeating, making the whole process seem dull and dry. Later it got much better, with words changing according to the situation, highlighting speed and intensity. She suspected Heitan might have, like herself, spent these few days online reading many pornographic novels. In any case, she was quite happy. In her own fierce eruption, she even smelled that long-missed stench. Finally, she cried out with relief, and Heitan responded to her passionately. From this perspective, their lovemaking was far more successful than in the past. After climaxing, Heitan said, I’ve never been so happy. She giggled and mocked him on this end, her heart full of triumph. But this sense of victory hadn’t lasted even a minute when Heitan said very affectionately: I really regret not taking a pair of your panties with me when I left. She laughed even harder, rolling from the sofa to the floor. Laughing and laughing, tears burst out. Why didn’t he regret leaving her, but only regret not taking her panties so masturbation would feel a little better? Men were so afraid of failure that even their regrets only went one small step. She hung up the phone, picked up her bra and panties from the floor, and putting them on, finally began to cry aloud.

More than a month later, they resumed their phone calls, but didn’t make love again. Sometimes she also found herself ridiculous—why maintain this kind of contact with Heitan, listening to his monotonous complaints. But she always maintained undiminished enthusiasm for Qiao Qisha’s current living situation. This curiosity had long taken root and couldn’t be eliminated. This was how she missed Qiao Qisha.

III

If she hadn’t turned the suitcase upside down, Juan would have almost missed that dress. It was pressed under the laptop and toiletry bag, folded very neatly. When she took it out, she smelled a rich perfume scent—not the brand Qiao Qisha used now. The clothes apparently hadn’t been washed, probably worn only once, and the smell of new fabric could still faintly be detected. It was a Kenzo lemon-yellow dress, very bright—Juan seemed to have only seen people wear such yellow in her girlhood. It was pieced together with two fabrics, silk satin and chiffon, with crimson and pine green floral patterns, plus smoky gray Japanese-style patterns. It had shell sleeves and a body-hugging hip-wrapping hemline that reached the ankles. She particularly noticed the deep heart-shaped neckline full of ruffles, very low and wide—that purple U-shaped underwire bra was meant to match it. Juan held the dress up to her body, looked at the neckline position, and suddenly felt very irritated. She threw down the dress, ran to the water dispenser, and gulped down two mugs of water. Yet her gaze returned to that dress. It spread on the floor like a small fragrant flower field. Juan found it strange that the cats, instead of stepping over it as they usually did with her clothes, carefully walked around it. Even the cats thought this dress was extraordinary.

She was certain that Qiao Qisha would wear this dress to tomorrow’s wedding. This made her very sad. She had agreed with Qiao Qisha beforehand that the ceremony would be very simple—aside from relatives from both sides, only a few friends. Dressing casually would be fine. Now Qiao Qisha was clearly opposing her. For the past five years, she had always yielded to Qiao Qisha, never competing with her for attention, but this time—this was her wedding. Couldn’t Qiao Qisha yield for once? Although this dress couldn’t be considered formal wear, it was still too brilliant, and did the neckline really have to be cut so low? Yesterday Juan had just tried on the gown at the bridal shop. She had rented the most expensive set, studded all over with tiny diamonds, tightly constraining the chest, with a three-layered bud-shaped hemline. Most importantly, the white was very pure, and the texture of the gauze was very delicate—anyone knowledgeable would know its price was considerable. But now she suddenly felt that wedding dress was very tacky. Even the purest white would become gray and dull next to such brilliant yellow. Moreover, this mass of white had to be used to set off her dignity and quietness, stiffly piled in one place, looking very bulky. While that mass of yellow was free and passionate—it could flutter about, could shout or laugh heartily (she would definitely do this after drinking), and when drunk could lean against the man beside her. She and her cleavage would undoubtedly become the focus of the entire wedding.

Now Juan really regretted agreeing to let Qiao Qisha attend the wedding. She hadn’t planned to invite her at all—it was a mutual friend who told her. Qiao Qisha then called, saying she would come. Juan politely declined, but Qiao Qisha said, Heitan and I have separated. I’m planning to move out and haven’t found a house yet, so this is a good chance to come back and have fun. I haven’t been back for a year and a half. Juan’s heart ached—why hadn’t Heitan mentioned the separation? He must still be trying to win Qiao Qisha back. Juan had originally wanted to decline again, but a few days ago she heard Heitan say that to make her face more European-looking, Qiao Qisha had specifically flown to Korea to get two high cheekbones implanted, and now looked ugly as death, like a monster, Heitan said. She was very curious and wanted to see, so she agreed.

Because Qiao Qisha was coming, she changed the restaurant for the wedding banquet, reselected the gown, and moved the wedding photo location from the park to the seaside. The wedding that was originally planned to be done hastily suddenly became grand. The only regret was that the wedding rings had been bought long ago, and the diamonds on them were a bit too small.

IV

The phone rang. It was her mother calling:

Do we still want the candlesticks? The wedding company is such a rip-off—charging so much money for a few candlesticks to put on the tables! Her mother’s voice was piercingly loud. Her aunt, who had gone with her, said from the side:

If we don’t want them, we don’t want them. No need to shout so loudly about it.

Why do you always take others’ side and speak for them?

These two women in their fifties had been arguing since getting on the train to Beijing, for a whole week, almost non-stop. Whether to take the subway or a taxi, whether to replace the soft-shell turtle at the wedding banquet, whether to go to the bank for new money first or buy wedding candy first… All of these could become major events worth arguing about for hours. It was this time that Juan suddenly felt her mother had aged a lot. When she was young, her mother had high aspirations, thinking her aunt was vulgar and didn’t know how to dress herself. Now she had finally become exactly like her aunt. They had the same round, plump bodies, ate and talked at the same rapid pace. The only consolation was that Juan’s house couldn’t accommodate them—they traveled between the hotel and wedding company during the day and stayed at Juan’s uncle’s house at night. This way, Juan hardly had to face them.

Juan felt a terrible headache. She said weakly:

You decide.

Then we won’t take them, how about that? her mother said.

Juan didn’t answer.

Say something.

Mom, Juan finally said, can we not have the wedding?

What are you saying? Getting upset over a few candlesticks?

No, I just don’t want to have it anymore.

Are you crazy? The invitations have already been sent out, and we’ve paid the deposit for the restaurant. Her mother started shouting on the other end.

Her aunt interjected again: I said long ago that you’ve spoiled Juan. Everything has to go her way. Originally having the wedding in Qingdao would have been so convenient. But she insisted on having it in Beijing. Making so many relatives travel such a long distance. That’s not even mentioning how she suddenly said she wanted to change the restaurant we’d already booked to a much more expensive one. You accommodated her in that too. We’ve done all the work while she and Qing Yang have barely lifted a finger. Now that everything’s almost ready, she suddenly says she doesn’t want the wedding anymore…

Her mother interrupted her aunt’s words and tried to say calmly to Juan: Stop making trouble. After you get married, I won’t interfere with your affairs anymore.

Juan hung up the phone. Her mother called again; she declined it. Called again, declined again. This repeated continuously. Their record in the past was thirty-five times. She firmly believed her mother had mild obsessive-compulsive disorder. As she aged, she would inevitably inherit this genetic gift too—there were already some signs. Similarly, many years later, she would also grow to look exactly like her mother and aunt. Sitting at opposite ends of a long table with her fat, boring husband, slurping noodles, rolling up her sleeves to wipe the sweat from her forehead. What a crude gesture, almost forgetting she was a woman.

Would she also, like her mother, give birth to a mediocre daughter? About this, Juan was almost certain. A few years ago, the one she aborted should have been a boy—from the pencil-traced ultrasound image, she seemed to feel a spirited energy. Their family was destined to raise daughters. A cold observer with a different surname, a cowardly traitor. Worst of all, she would also, like her mother, insist that this mediocre daughter was the most excellent. Because she was the most excellent, all the good things in the world should fall upon her.

When she was studying, Juan worked very hard, but her grades could only be considered average. However, her mother would always tell outsiders, “My daughter is very smart, she just likes to play. If she studied seriously, she would definitely be among the top students.” Later she only got into a school that could barely be called a university. Her mother felt it was embarrassing to attend that school, so she strongly supported her studying abroad, and told outsiders, “Our family is quite open-minded and westernized. Juan grew up in this atmosphere, so she’s more suited to Western educational methods.” Juan studied finance. After graduating, she couldn’t find work in Canada, so she returned home. Her current job in Beijing was found through her father’s old classmate’s help—working as an editor at a financial magazine, very leisurely. The magazine featured successful people, and her mother thought this job was good, very respectable.

Qiao Qisha had returned to China with Juan. She had grown tired of staying in Canada for so long. Back in Beijing, she didn’t immediately look for work but helped out at a friend’s gallery. That year when Juan’s mother came to Beijing, she met Qiao Qisha for the first time. Juan quietly asked her, “Is Qiao Qisha pretty?” Her mother said, “Her face is too pointed, making her look petty. Not as beautiful as you.” Juan said, “But she has a great figure.” Her mother said, “What’s so great about it? She’s tall and dark, making her look robust.” Her mother added, “She’s far inferior to you—she doesn’t even have a decent job.”

Her mother clearly harbored hostility toward Qiao Qisha and wouldn’t let Juan get too close to her. When Qiao Qisha married far away to Australia, her mother finally breathed a sigh of relief, saying, “That girl is too flamboyant. Always being with you, she’ll steal away things that originally belonged to you.” Juan thought to herself, what should have been stolen was already stolen long ago.

Her mother was a woman who lived on fantasies, believing she had the best husband and daughter in the world. So when she discovered the affair with Ou Feng, she nearly went crazy. However, she must have had suspicions earlier, otherwise she wouldn’t have secretly looked at the text messages on Juan’s phone.

Her mother said heartbrokenly, “That man is a full twenty years older than you, has a family and children. Do you think he’s serious? He’s just taking advantage of your youth, deceiving your feelings! What a sin, he’ll get his comeuppance. Doesn’t he also have a daughter? When his daughter grows up, she’ll also be deceived by an old man, then he’ll know what it feels like!”

Juan raised her head and asked quietly, “Then my being deceived by an old man should also be my father’s comeuppance?”

Her mother froze for a moment, then raised her hand and slapped Juan. Immediately after, she broke down crying. She had never cried like this before, as if trying to cry out all the water accumulated in her body due to slow metabolism.

Even if she could cry herself thin, she couldn’t cry back her youth.

Juan suddenly understood that her mother hadn’t always lived in fantasy and wasn’t that naive. She was just desperately concealing, carefully maintaining. Even if this was vanity, it was what she relied on to live, so there was nothing shameful about it—only pitiable. Looking at her mother crying uncontrollably, Juan believed she was also seeing her future self. She didn’t think this was karmic retribution; more precisely, perhaps it was a kind of generational inheritance. Vanity inherited, humility inherited. She seemed to understand everything, so she stopped struggling and obediently submitted.

A few months later, Juan decided to marry Qing Yang. Qing Yang was introduced to her by her mother—a high official’s son, idle and good-for-nothing, but he looked quite proper. He had also returned from studying abroad, and his family had paid to open a small company for him. Such a pillow embroidered with flowers could satisfy the whole family’s vanity. Juan just felt tired. All her past relationships had been submerged underwater, unspeakable. Having stayed underwater too long, she wanted to surface for air. She also noticed Qing Yang’s slender hands and long legs, and his beautiful phoenix eyes. They say daughters resemble their fathers, and Juan only hoped to have a beautiful daughter in the future, so that even if she encountered girls like Qiao Qisha later, she wouldn’t feel too inferior. Of course, it would be best not to encounter Qiao Qisha at all. Her difference from her mother was that her mother didn’t have a female friend like Qiao Qisha around her, so her fantasies could remain relatively intact. Her mother also had strong self-healing ability—she never mentioned Ou Feng to Juan again afterward, as if she had forgotten this person ever existed.

When Juan looked at her phone again, there were already nineteen missed calls from her mother.

V

Juan still decided to try on that dress. For her, it was indeed too big—her chest couldn’t fill it out, leaving two folds of fabric bunched up. The neckline was really too low, unable to hide the white bra underneath. She walked to the mirror and tried gathering her hair, pinning it behind her head to expose her neck (she guessed Qiao Qisha would definitely do this). It was truly brilliant. Juan had to admire Qiao Qisha’s good taste. Even if she had seen this dress in a department store, she might not have thought to pick it up and try it on. She always unconsciously avoided things that were too dazzling, feeling she was incompatible with them. But now she felt she and this dress complemented each other well.

Juan felt she should wear this dress to see Ou Feng. She suddenly felt an inexplicable excitement. This afternoon that had been sad enough to die finally had life again. However, before going, she needed to borrow Qiao Qisha’s U-shaped bra.

Juan sat drinking coffee at the Starbucks downstairs from Ou Feng’s office building, wearing the beautiful yellow dress. She had to wait until everyone from Ou Feng’s company left before she could go up. Juan had lost count of how many times she had waited like this. But it wasn’t too many times—more often, she waited for him at home. Comparatively, it was better here. At most, she would take out a small mirror and use powder to dab her oily nose, or touch up her lipstick. If she were at home, she would constantly change clothes in front of the mirror. Whether to wear clothes or not, sleepwear or formal wear, which sleepwear. She would also casually scatter a few books on the coffee table to show she loved reading and wasn’t specifically waiting for him to come.

She had refills of American coffee twice and ate a muffin. She received a text from her mother, who finally compromised and stopped calling. She just told Juan to remember to cook the “Sweet Honey Soup” with pre-prepared ingredients in the pot after waking up tomorrow morning. She also reminded her to sleep early tonight. At eight-thirty, Ou Feng finally called to let her come up.

As soon as Juan entered, Ou Feng locked the door behind them. He turned off all the lights and embraced her. She was annoyed because he hadn’t even had time to see the dress she was wearing clearly. His hand had already found the zipper on her back, pulling it all the way down and peeling her out of it. In the darkness, she heard another zipper sound, then felt that thing desperately pushing into her. During this process, she again became a soft puppet, losing consciousness, completely submissive. She thought of the discussion about condoms she’d had with Qiao Qisha that afternoon and felt very pathetic. Every time she was stripped naked by a man, her brain went completely blank, as if she had died, unable to make any sound or movement. So she had never interrupted a man’s advance to demand a condom. The reason for this should perhaps be traced back to Toronto again—during the first two years, she watched Qiao Qisha constantly changing boyfriends, going out overnight with them, while she remained a pure virgin. In such times, purity was truly an insulting word, implying disadvantage in competition and therefore being ignored. She felt like overstocked goods on a shelf, covered in dust. The repression and deprivation of that period made her later become blindly eager for sex. No condom didn’t matter, no pleasure didn’t matter. No love didn’t matter either. She was like a mansion that had been idle too long, just hoping someone would visit. Although she knew some people just came in to rest their feet.

But Ou Feng was different. He was different from all those before. He wasn’t just stopping by to rest—maybe initially he was, but later he stayed long-term and became the master of this place. Of course, he didn’t understand the history of this mansion, thinking the people who had been here could be counted on one hand. Juan gave men the impression of being reserved and shy, belonging to the category of innocent, dutiful girls. But after being with Ou Feng, Juan did indeed become innocent and dutiful. Essentially she wasn’t promiscuous, just empty. Ou Feng’s appearance filled this emptiness. What replaced it was waiting. Of course, waiting ultimately exchanged for another kind of emptiness, but it was concealed by colorful promises. By the time Juan discovered this, it was too late. This man was the one who had given her the most promises in the world, and probably no one would surpass him in the future. Maybe he naturally liked making promises, but Juan preferred to believe it was because he cared about her and had to keep promising to capture her heart. He promised to accompany her to set off fireworks in the suburbs during New Year, promised to take her to Europe, promised to divorce, promised to marry her, promised to have a child with her. The firework promise was made for two years without being fulfilled. The other promises had open deadlines—if she was willing to wait patiently, perhaps some could be fulfilled. Because he had also fulfilled some promises, like giving her a puppy. So it became her playing with the puppy while waiting. After the puppy died, she started keeping cats, grooming the cats while continuing to wait. He promised a lot, but the actual time they spent together was very little. Each time was also very short, just long enough for making love once. Looking back at their relationship, it was just making love again and again, so similar to each other that they eventually became somewhat formulaic.

After one lovemaking session, Ou Feng fell asleep tiredly. Juan slipped out from under the quilt, propped herself up and lit a cigarette, silently looking at him. Every time after making love, he would break out in a cold sweat, lying naked outside the covers to cool down. His body was always very hot, very warm when holding her. She wanted just this bit of warmth—without it, she really didn’t know how to get through winter. Sunlight shone through the not-quite-closed curtains, falling on his belly and thighs. All along, when they were together it was very dark, without light. She seemed to have never seen him clearly like she was doing now. She looked at him intently. His skin was so white, perhaps related to decreased male hormones. When he turned over, his skin trembled violently, like snow about to be shaken off tree branches.

“Don’t you think middle-aged men have a decaying smell about them?” Qiao Qisha’s words surfaced again.

At this moment, she truly felt the smell of decay. The man before her no longer had the ability to overthrow his current life and rebuild it.

Juan finally decided to leave.

Qing Yang looked very dull and made love like a woodpecker, but he still had enough time—enough time to grow old together with her. It turned out vitality was so important; only it could be used to fight against loneliness.

Juan lay on the cold office floor, feeling Ou Feng’s weakening spasms. She found her throat hurt—she must have cried out loudly again just now. When he was about to withdraw from inside her, she suddenly reached out and tightly hugged his neck: “Stay inside a little longer.” He didn’t move, still lying on top of her. Juan said again, “Don’t fall asleep, let’s talk.” Ou Feng said breathlessly, “Alright.”

“Do you love me?” Juan asked. She rarely asked this. But this sentence was indeed most suitable as the beginning of a conversation created from nothing.

“Of course.”

“What do you love about me?”

“You’re young and beautiful, and very understanding.”

“Oh.” Juan responded softly and said, “There are many girls younger and prettier than me, and they would be understanding too.”

“But I don’t know them, I only know you. Our meeting is fate.”

Juan didn’t speak. This answer really disappointed her. He didn’t love them only because he didn’t know them.

He had completely withdrawn from her body and couldn’t stay on top anymore. After making love, men instinctively want to separate from women, as if feeling ashamed of their recent dependence. She tightened her arms, not letting him move. “Take me away, live with me. Don’t just watch me marry someone else, okay?” Juan buried her face in his shoulder, scalding tears pouring out. The emotion at this moment was so sincere—if it wasn’t love, what was it? Juan seemed to just understand her own heart. She still couldn’t bear to part with him. Even though she was vain and afraid of loneliness, if he agreed now, she could throw all that away.

“Silly girl.” He patted her, loosened her clasped fingers, and climbed off her. He reached out to wipe the tears from her cheeks. “I’ve said it before, I really want to be with you, but I need some time.” He stood up unsteadily, took a cup to the water dispenser to drink. Juan looked up, only seeing Ou Feng’s inverted legs—thick, short, and cold. In the darkness, they had lost their characteristics and could belong to any man. She could no longer claim them as her own.

Juan pulled over the dress to cover herself. This silk wasn’t hers either—body temperature couldn’t stay on it, cooling faster than her body. She slowly came to her senses. Just now was only a momentary loss of control, with a thread of hope in her heart that Ou Feng could take her away from her current life. She sat up and put on her clothes. But her hair couldn’t be pinned up properly anymore.

“Are you getting married tomorrow?” Ou Feng asked.

“Yes.” Juan tied the dress sash behind her and stood up shakily.

“At the hotel you mentioned last time?”

“Yes.” The hairpin scratched against her scalp, piercing through the twisted hair, burning with pain.

“Don’t you need to stay home today to prepare?”

“Hmm?” Juan walked over and turned on the light. The cold white light was very harsh. The time for making love was actually very short, but enough to make one accustomed to darkness. He looked directly at her. She thought he should comment on this beautiful dress.

“You know what?” Ou Feng said, “I think you’re not getting married tomorrow. You’re not getting married at all. You’re just using this to scare me. You’re forcing me.”

Juan stood in the corner, looking at him. His expression was very stern, like scolding a lying elementary school student.

“Isn’t that right? I’ve suspected this for a long time.” Ou Feng pressed her.

Juan began to sneer. The hairpin fell again, and her hair came loose.

“I don’t like you doing this. These tricks don’t work on me.” Ou Feng said viciously.

“I really am getting married tomorrow.” Juan picked up the hairpin, opened the door, and before leaving, turned back to say very mournfully:

“I specifically wore my most beautiful dress today to say goodbye to you.”

Ou Feng looked her up and down. His gaze lingered on her cleavage. His tense expression gradually relaxed, and he sighed, “Since you still insist on saying you’re getting married tomorrow, then fine. I’ll go to that hotel tomorrow at noon and watch you marry from afar.”

He stared at her intently, waiting for her to admit she was lying.

But Juan turned around and walked out the door.

VI

Juan drove home. Night was falling, and the elevated highway was packed with cars. Street lights, neon lights, and billboards all lit up at the same moment. So bright, so crowded, it really looked like the night before a festival. She was wrapped in the crowded center, as if they were all coming toward her. To celebrate her wedding.

Wedding hallucinations began appearing before her eyes. She stood on stage exchanging rings with Qing Yang. Through the hotel’s floor-to-ceiling glass, she saw Ou Feng standing outside. But his gaze wasn’t on her, not even on the flower-bedecked platform. His gaze fell on that yellow dress. The owner of the yellow dress flew through the crowd like a flower butterfly, spreading bewitching fragrance. She flew around aimlessly until she saw him. Through the bouquets and glass, she saw him. They saw each other. When Ou Feng went around to the entrance, the flower butterfly was already waiting there. They stuck out their tongues and began kissing. How could they kiss before the new couple on stage? No, they shouldn’t kiss at all! She cried out, telling them to stop. But they had already fallen in love and were stuck together. But how could they fall in love? Ou Feng, are you willing to forever face a woman who fake-smiles with silicone cheekbones? Oh, Qiao Qisha, don’t you hate the decaying smell of middle-aged men? He’s too old, he can’t give you any happiness at all! She very ungracefully shook off Qing Yang’s hand, rushed forward, and shouted at the crowd below the stage, “Separate them! Quickly separate them!”

Juan’s emotions were out of control, waves of dizziness, everything going black before her eyes. She turned the steering wheel, pulled into the emergency lane, and hit the brakes. She had to rest for a while. Rest for a while. She opened the sunroof, leaned back in her seat, and slowly crawled out of the hallucination.

But some things weren’t hallucinations—they were about to happen. Tomorrow Ou Feng would come, and he would meet Qiao Qisha. Once he knew her, he could fall in love with her. Juan had a very strong intuition that Ou Feng would fall in love with Qiao Qisha. She had used the same intuition to foresee the departures of the long-haired young man and Heitan. It’s just that each time, she was unwilling to accept it and kept running forward until she crashed and bled before giving up.

The most tragic thing was that no one had ever seen her bleed. No one witnessed her infatuation. Each time she fell in love with someone, it was always very hasty, but those feelings were real. Even if initially motivated by jealousy or emptiness, they later carved deeply into her flesh and blood. Then were suddenly uprooted.

In the rearview mirror, she saw a collapsed face with a very dull expression. She sneered and said to the person in the mirror: “Look at yourself—how can you be a bride like this?”

The next morning at nine o’clock, Qiao Qisha returned from outside, sleepy and drowsy. She turned off the alarm clock she had set, and indeed was late. However, the bride-fetching ceremony probably hadn’t ended yet. She imagined the house packed with people coming to fetch the bride, the groom perhaps answering tricky questions from the bride’s friends and family, constantly thinking about how to break through and enter the bride’s room. But after knocking on the door for a long time—almost shaking off the double happiness character on the door—there was still no response. She suddenly remembered she had a key, so she took it out and opened the door. The house was quiet and empty. There were melon seeds and wedding candy on the table, but otherwise it was no different from usual. Qiao Qisha was very puzzled about whether the bride-fetching ceremony had taken place at all. She walked into the bedroom—the window was wide open, and the floor was covered in golden yellow. A big black cat lying on it opened its eyes alertly. As she approached, she saw that yellow dress had been torn into many strips, wide and narrow, scattered across the floor. She slowly crouched down. The cat meowed and jumped up, quickly darting under the bed.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 13: Arabiana
I met Da Wei and Zi Chen on the same day, just one hour apart. At the time, both Da Wei and I went to a book club meeting. We arrived somewhat late and there were no seats left. We stood at the back listening for a while, then each left the venue separately and went to the coffee shop downstairs. Da Wei sat next to me, holding that day’s book club selection in his hand—Roberto Bolaño’s Last Evenings on Earth—and we both ordered americanos. He struck up a conversation with me in a rather unenthusiastic tone, asking which story in the book I liked best. I said it was “The Life of Annie Moore.” He said, “You girls all like that one.” “What about you?” I asked. He said his favorite was “Little Eyes Silva.” I immediately suspected he might be gay, because I had a gay friend who also liked that story best. He was wearing a white T-shirt and jeans at the time—an ambiguous outfit. We talked a bit more about our views on 2666. As the book club was ending, he suggested changing venues because soon the lecture attendees would come down from upstairs and crowd the entire coffee shop. We walked outside and encountered another person holding Last Evenings on Earth—that was Zi Chen. He had left the lecture halfway through to use the restroom. While urinating at the urinal, he realized that the several panelists didn’t know much more about Roberto Bolaño than he did, so he went back to get his bag and left the venue. He stood under a lilac tree smoking. It was spring then, just after a light rain, and he said he thought of a Bolaño metaphor: the sky like the bitter smile of a square robot’s face. We all forgot where this metaphor came from and didn’t respond. Da Wei smoked a cigarette with him, then asked Zi Chen if he’d like to join us somewhere else for a while.

We went to a coffee shop with many three-blade ceiling fans hanging from the ceiling, chatted about Roberto Bolaño for a bit more, then each went home to sleep. That coffee shop later became our meeting spot—we often met there in the afternoons. By summer, we decided to create an independent magazine called “Whale.” The name was Da Wei’s idea; he insisted that a magazine was a living thing and should be named after something alive. Whale came out every three months, featuring poetry and fiction, plus a small amount of photography. Da Wei paid for all the printing costs and contributor fees. His father had given him an apartment in the city center, from which he collected substantial monthly rent. But he refused to work at his father’s company. In his words, that was just a capitalist garbage dump. Garbage—he liked to use this word to describe everything he detested. The world was full of garbage dumps everywhere. It was 2012 then. Da Wei was twenty-nine, I was thirty, and Zi Chen was thirty-two. None of us could be considered young anymore. At this age, Nick witnessed Gatsby’s destruction, and Frank lost Ibo. It was time to wake up from the dream, yet our meeting seemed only to delay this from happening. In a sense, Whale became a sanctuary for preserving the remnants of dreams. At the time, I was serializing a novel in it about a girl’s love affair with the ghost of a sailor from Conrad’s era. Da Wei mainly wrote poetry—clearly influenced by Roberto Bolaño in this regard, believing that even novelists must undergo baptism by poetry in their youth. As for his poetic influences, it was hard to say exactly—Celan, Trakl, and Dickinson all seemed present. The main characteristic of those poems was their viscosity, filled with various strange images like polar bear kisses, seal toes, and Qu Yuan’s pillow. He also drew some illustrations to accompany his poems. Zi Chen published almost no personal writing in Whale except for the editorial of each issue; he mainly handled soliciting manuscripts. We all knew he was writing fiction, but he never showed it to anyone. In his own words, his writing was undergoing some kind of dramatic transformation.

A year later, Whale ceased publication. The main reason was lack of manuscripts, though this was also because there weren’t many writers we thought highly of. But a more practical difficulty was that the magazine sold terribly. We left copies at small bookstores for consignment sales, but very few were sold. The returned magazines piled up in a borrowed warehouse. One night, we stacked all the magazines against the wall and cleared a small space in the middle of the warehouse where the three of us sat and held a simple dissolution ceremony. We all drank too much that day, taking turns hugging and kissing. When Da Wei kissed me, I thought of the polar bear kiss from his poetry—it should contain some kind of pure meaning, without any carnal desire mixed in. If I fell in love with one of them, it would ruin something; the dream would shatter instantly, quite tragically. This was my thought as I swayed outside to use the restroom. The restroom was a red-brick building standing alone in the wilderness. Coming out, I heard the sound of water nearby. I walked for a while and saw a river. The sailor’s ghost stood on the river’s surface. I said, “I’ve already thought of the novel’s ending, but I don’t think it’s necessary to finish writing it. It should sink together with Whale—do you agree?” The sailor’s ghost neither agreed nor disagreed. He raised one hand, as if wanting to see whether moonlight could pass through his palm. I walked back to the warehouse and stood at the door, thinking that my laptop had broken earlier and the first half of the novel’s saved files were lost, which meant that if I set fire to burn down this warehouse now, that novel would disappear from the world. The sailor’s ghost seemed to have been following me, and now he quietly reminded me, “If you do that, I’ll become the ghost of a ghost!” But ignoring his protest, I continued imagining the scene of fire devouring the building before me, with my two friends still inside. I imagined losing them—how lonely that would be, yet how free. Then I pushed the door and went in. Zi Chen was holding Da Wei’s head, as if coaxing him to sleep. Seeing me enter, he woke him up. Da Wei sat up in a daze, and in the dim light, Zi Chen stood up to announce Whale’s official dissolution, then reiterated Whale’s literary philosophy once more. First was opposition to vulgarity. Second was opposition to realism and political allegory. Additionally, he believed novels should be divergent, not needing an absolute center, that novels should contain many mysteries without needing to provide answers. Finally, he believed that in this country, trying to persist in living a purely literary life was very difficult. We finished all the alcohol and all felt very sad.

After the magazine ceased publication, we didn’t see each other for a while—about three or four months. During that time, I nearly married a man I met at a friend’s wedding, and Da Wei broke up with his girlfriend of two years who was far away in England. We briefly shared our heartbreak over the phone, then realized we hadn’t seen Zi Chen in a long time. We each called Zi Chen separately, only to learn he had broken his leg and had been lying at home for two months. We offered to visit him, but he refused. Da Wei and I talked on the phone again. During the call, Da Wei said, “I still want to go see him. I think he needs us now.” I said, “I really want to see him too, but I feel like he’s moving away from us—we’re about to lose him.” We each called Zi Chen again, once more requesting to meet. Finally Zi Chen agreed, but he didn’t let us come to his house. Instead, he arranged to meet by a small park lake. That meeting was quite bizarre. Da Wei and I arrived at the appointed time to find Zi Chen already by the lake, sitting alone in a wheelchair. It was evening, with no one else around, only a few wild ducks flying up from the lake. He seemed to have been there for a long time, or perhaps he was simply part of that place. When we parted, he insisted we leave first, saying someone would come pick him up soon. We had no choice but to leave him alone by the water again.

It was during that meeting that Zi Chen first mentioned Hai Tong. He said, “I’ve been reading this female writer’s novels recently.” None of us had heard of her, so we asked if she was famous. He said, “Not many people have read her work. Her whereabouts are very mysterious—no one knows where she is.” Then he asked if we remembered the story in 2666 about three scholars traveling to Mexico City to find the writer Archimboldi. Seeing us nod, he smiled with satisfaction and said, “Perhaps Hai Tong is our Archimboldi.” Da Wei asked, “You mean we should go look for this female writer?” Zi Chen replied, “The best way to approach a writer is to participate in their story. We all like Roberto Bolaño, right?” I said, “Fiction is a kind of enchantment. The process of performing the story is like exorcism—it makes the novel lose its sense of mystery.” Zi Chen said, “All great novels are labyrinths. How can you know without actually walking through one?” Da Wei pointed to Zi Chen’s leg in a cast and said, “Let’s talk about it when you can walk again.”

After parting with Zi Chen, Da Wei and I had dinner together. Da Wei said, “Zi Chen looked rather haggard, as if he hadn’t spoken to anyone in a long time.” I said, “Yes, staying alone too long makes all sorts of strange thoughts emerge.” He said, “Exactly. Let’s go see him again next week.” After returning home that night, I searched for Hai Tong’s name. She had published a novel in 2008 called “Pleiades,” which was already out of print. Only one seller in Beijing was still offering it on the used book website. I bought one from him, and later learned Da Wei had also bought one from the same seller. Both books were shipped simultaneously and arrived at our respective homes the next day. But before that, I had already read all the information about Hai Tong available online. In 2008, after Pleiades was published, it caused some reaction. Some readers were angered by the sex and violence described in the book: boys molested by older men, girls masturbating with police batons, teachers suffocating cats inside pianos, water coolers filled with blood… Some critics believed the author created a kind of spectacle effect through extensive descriptions of sex and violence to attract readers’ attention. But this 487-page novel presented a chaotic, disorderly state with no discernible structure—after reading it, one didn’t know what the author was trying to say. Other readers felt that reading this novel produced a sense of discomfort, making them want to immediately throw the book out the window. Some readers said, “After reading it, I felt very sorry for this author. She’s a woman with confused consciousness who has suffered serious childhood trauma.” The novel didn’t receive much attention from the literary world, but by year’s end, a very famous literary award unexpectedly gave Hai Tong the “Annual Special Book Award.” The citation read: “This is a novel that cannot be summarized or concluded. It demonstrates the author’s vigorous vitality and untamable talent.” Hai Tong didn’t attend the award ceremony. Her editor came to the scene, saying she had gone traveling. But when media interviewed this tall, thin man with black-rimmed glasses after the ceremony, he said he had never actually met Hai Tong in person—they had always communicated by email. The journalist—a woman who looked like she was eager to get home to pick up her children from school—asked conclusively, “So in your mind, what kind of woman is Hai Tong?” The editor pushed up his glasses and said, “I think she’s probably a bit fat, but doesn’t eat much, rather shy, speaks in a small voice…” The reporter withdrew her microphone and said, “Okay, thank you. We look forward to reading better works by Hai Tong in the future, okay?”

That afternoon at five o’clock, the delivery person brought the book. I unwrapped it and sat at the dining table to read. The novel’s narrative voice was very strange, like someone speaking in a strong wind, sometimes near, sometimes far. The protagonist appears as a thirty-year-old female writer who, unable to bear living with her husband, decides to leave home. She moves in with a reader she met at a book club—a single mother with a nine-month-old baby boy. Every day after the reader goes to work, the female writer tells the baby fairy tales she makes up: a goldfish falls in love with a fisherman, how the moon buries its illegitimate children, Rapunzel strangles the boy who eloped with her using her long hair… These fairy tales fill a full thirty pages. Just when the novel seems about to become One Thousand and One Nights, one day the female writer decides to leave this place. She takes the baby with her—by then he can already walk. They take a cable car up the mountain, and in the cabin, the female writer recognizes the man opposite as her mother’s lover. The story returns to the female writer’s childhood. Her father was a soldier, away from home year-round; her mother was busy dating her lover and entrusted her to her little uncle. The little uncle was deaf but also a painter who often had her pose as a model. One day, she knocked the little uncle to the ground and boarded a train to Beijing. But she didn’t become a female writer—she became… a model. She sat in the middle of the art academy’s skylit classroom, popping mints into her mouth while those boys bent their heads to draw. Her mother came by train to see her. She asked about her lover, and her mother said she no longer had a lover. She then remembered that he had been executed during the 1988 crackdown. Then the novel tells his story, though the female writer’s mother doesn’t appear in it. In the novel’s second chapter, the baby boy has grown into a fifteen-year-old youth who brings a girl two years his senior to date in an abandoned ghost building in the city center. The ghost building’s basement has a door that, when pushed open, reveals a dark tunnel filled with small white flowers. The next fifty pages turn the novel into botanical literature, describing how this plant that exists without photosynthesis traveled from Persia to China, was once considered a poisonous flower, until the late Qing dynasty when its pistils were discovered to be medicinal for treating epilepsy. Next, the novel tells the tunnel’s origin. The ghost building was once a Nationalist official’s mansion during the Republican era. When Beijing was liberated, he fled through the tunnel with his entire family. One concubine didn’t leave with him and hanged herself in the attic. The novel then tells this concubine’s story, revealing why she didn’t leave. At the end of the second chapter, in the tunnel, the boy tells the girl that he once lived in the tunnel for two years as a child. The novel’s third chapter is completely unrelated to the previous two—it’s about three young people leaving the city to return to the countryside, attempting to transform a village and return to pastoral life. However, as the three young people disappear one by one, the newly built village becomes a ghost town. Interspersed throughout are many stories of ghosts in the village, seemingly suggesting that ghosts killed the three young people. This chapter is titled “Arabiana,” and the explanation for this name appears in a footnote at the chapter’s end: “Arabiana: A large dog scrotum-shaped herbaceous plant of the figwort family, said to be able to drive away ghosts. It’s also the name of the ninth fairy tale the female writer told the baby.”

In the fourth chapter, we return to the female writer. She’s thirty-nine now, homeless, living a wandering life. She’s satisfied with this lifestyle, except sometimes she wants to find a place to take a hot bath. So she has her editor set up a mailbox for her downstairs from the editorial office where her readers can leave keys. She visits them according to their addresses, talks with them, and borrows their bathrooms to bathe. In this way, she visits some readers, sometimes having delightful conversations, and after bathing, even sleeps with male readers. The novel stops on a bright Sunday morning as she climbs the stairs of an unfamiliar apartment building, presses her ear to a door to listen to the sounds inside for a while, then inserts the key into the lock.

I read this novel in three sessions, sleeping twice in between. During the second sleep, I dreamed of the female writer. She stood in the garden below my building feeding cats. When I walked toward her, she and the cats all disappeared into the bushes. After waking, I drew her appearance on paper based on the remaining memory: a pointed face, high cheekbones, with a pair of cat-like light brown eyes—though this detail might have been confused with the cat from the dream. When I finished reading the novel, it was already noon. I felt very hungry, ordered takeout pizza, then stood by the window waiting for the pizza delivery person to appear. I reflected on the novel, finding that I remembered some plot details vaguely—they seemed to have melted, seeping into deeper folds of my brain circuits. Like a forced invasion, a kind of colonization. I felt that part of my memory had been covered and replaced by the story. I could even clearly remember what those little white flowers in the tunnel looked like. At that moment, the doorbell rang—it was the pizza delivery person. But I hadn’t seen him pass through the only small path leading to the building entrance. He seemed to have been lurking in this building all along, changing into a red uniform when the time came to go out. Perhaps he had many identities. I immediately realized that having such strange speculations might mean my way of seeing the world had changed.

That evening I called Da Wei to discuss visiting Zi Chen again. Da Wei asked me, “Did you read it?” and I understood he had read it too. We suddenly fell silent. After a while, he said, “I can’t say whether this novel is good or not.” I said, “Mm.” He said, “I can’t say I understood it either. Many parts raised questions. But, how to put it, I feel like I’m inside this novel—do you understand?” His voice was somewhat hoarse, as if he’d just woken up. I said, “I understand.” He said, “What do you think about this book?” I said, “I just finished reading it and feel very tired. I want to get a good night’s sleep.” He said, “Please share some of your thoughts too. I really want to talk to someone about it. If you hadn’t called me, I would have called you.” I said, “This novel might not be about love, sin, or sex, but about loneliness. After reading it, I felt very lonely. I know I’m lonely, but I don’t often feel this acutely.” He said, “I understand.” We were silent again for a while, then he asked, “How about visiting Zi Chen tomorrow?” “Sure,” I replied.

This time, Zi Chen agreed to our visit request fairly readily. We still met by that park lake. When we went, it started raining. A park worker trimming the lawn came over and said, “Your friend is waiting in the pavilion over there.” We ran over to find Zi Chen sitting alone in his wheelchair, completely dry. But it had been raining for over an hour. The splint had been removed from his leg, but that leg looked obviously thinner than his right one—very much like a woman’s leg. He said he could walk now, but coming to meet us on crutches would be too inelegant. Then he asked what we’d been reading lately. Neither of us spoke. Da Wei asked, “Why do you want to find Hai Tong?” Zi Chen said, “Her novels contain many questions I can’t figure out.” Da Wei said, “She probably hasn’t figured them out herself.” Zi Chen laughed, “She must be a woman full of contradictions. But precisely because of this, the search becomes interesting. Whether searching for that German nominated for the Nobel Prize in Literature like in 2666, or searching for a female writer unknown to most people like us, there’s essentially no difference. Because the meaning of searching itself is greater than the person being searched for. In the end, in this lifeless country, to live a vibrant literary life, there must be action. It can’t be demonstrations, it can’t be rallies—so what else can it be?” I said, “This kind of writing is very draining. Hai Tong might not write anymore. Pleiades might be her only work.” Zi Chen said, “You forget what she said in the novel—being a writer is a human attribute, not a profession. Even if she never writes again, she’ll always be a female writer. Besides,” Zi Chen said, “I have a feeling she won’t stop writing, because this is her only way of proving her existence.” Da Wei said, “You haven’t fallen in love with her, have you?” Zi Chen said, “Falling in love with someone so distant is very painful.” I said, “But you’re certainly the person in this world who understands her work best.” Zi Chen said, “Not necessarily. I think her editor understands her well too.” Da Wei said, “Then let’s start looking from him.”

That night, I had a dream. I dreamed that the sailor’s ghost also wanted to join us in finding the female writer. He said, “Take me with you. I’ve been away from the ocean too long—I’m almost becoming a dried specimen.” I said, “What about your girl?” He said, “After your novel stopped, she left me. She probably wanted to leave long ago but just never told you.” I said, “Mm, I sensed that a little.” He shrugged and said, “An unfinished novel is amber that hasn’t solidified—time keeps moving forward. You agree, right?” I said, “Sorry for making you sad.” He said, “But I didn’t cry. I’m not a character from Marguerite Duras’s novels—they always love to cry. ‘You ruined me, you were so good to me’—you could never write dialogue like that.” I said, “Probably not. I’m not a generous person.”

I wrote an email to the editor of Pleiades, proposing to meet with him. He replied two weeks later, saying the publishing house had forwarded the email to him and that he had left his job long ago. He thanked us for our concern about Hai Tong and agreed to meet the following week. I didn’t tell him there were two other friends, so on the afternoon of our meeting, he sat waiting at a square coffee table that could only accommodate two people. By then Zi Chen could walk with a single crutch. That crutch was quite cool—it made me want to give him a bowler hat. The three of us appeared together, and the editor hurriedly changed to a larger table, shook hands with each of us, and sat back down.

“How shall I put it,” the editor said, pushing up his glasses, “I think Hai Tong’s best days are already behind her. We had some opportunities, but ultimately we didn’t succeed.” He sighed softly. I asked, “Did you hope this book would cause a huge sensation?” The editor said, “That was my promise to her. Initially I saw Pleiades online—just the beginning—and really wanted to know what happened next, so I wrote her an email. She replied quickly, sending me the complete novel. She said, ‘You’re the fifteenth person to ask me for this novel. Thank you.’ After I finished reading it, I felt the novel had many flaws but was nonetheless a unique work. I wrote back expressing my strong desire to publish it and hoping to meet with her to discuss some parts that needed revision. She replied saying that due to some inexplicable reasons, she was afraid she couldn’t meet with me, and she didn’t want to revise the novel. I explained to her that she should consider readers’ reading experience—characters in the novel couldn’t proliferate so chaotically, and secondary characters’ stories didn’t need to be written as extensively as the main characters’. She replied saying she believed novels were like computer operations, where every involved character was an unknown variable awaiting solution. They were equal, and all calculations concerning them had to be completed before returning to the higher level. I tried to persuade her two more times, but it was useless. Logically, facing such an author who refused to show herself and wouldn’t revise, I should have given up. I actually did this—threw the manuscript into a drawer. But after a few days, I took it out to read again, and then I started making revisions on it…” Da Wei interrupted him: “So you’re saying what we’re reading now is the novel you revised?” The editor shook his head. “I revised a total of twenty-four pages before falling ill. I lay in bed for two days, changed my mind, and decided to publish the novel unchanged. I spent a lot of time persuading my superiors. As you’ve seen, the novel contains quite a bit of taboo content. On the day before it was to go to press, Hai Tong suddenly sent an email hoping I would stop publication. She gave no reason. I didn’t follow her wishes. After the book was on the market, I wrote her a letter saying, ‘Believe me, this book will cause a huge reaction, and many people will fall in love with you because of it.’ Then I asked for her address, saying I would send her sample copies. Her reply was just one sentence: ‘No need to send them, I bought one.’ Unfortunately, within a few months, this book was ordered off the shelves for involving pornographic violence.” Zi Chen asked, “Why do you think Hai Tong refused to show herself?” The editor said, “I don’t know. Perhaps she has another identity and doesn’t want people to know this book was written by her.” I said, “Do you think some content in the novel is based on real events?” The editor said, “If you ask me, I think it’s all real. It’s all vivid before my eyes. They all say I’ve been poisoned by this book.” Da Wei asked, “Hasn’t anyone suspected that you actually know where Hai Tong is but just won’t say?” The editor said, “Of course they have. You can suspect all you want too. I’ve already received enough attacks because of this book.” I said, “You resigned because of this?” The editor said, “Somewhat related. Mainly because that publishing house will never publish any more of Hai Tong’s books.” Zi Chen asked, “Does she have new books?” The editor said, “She hasn’t mentioned any, but I told her that as long as she writes something, I’ll definitely find a place to publish it.” I said, “You’re very loyal to her.” The editor smiled. “I’m just trying to find something to do for myself. Otherwise life is too empty.” Da Wei asked, “Publishing a book requires a contract, which would need her real name and address, right?” The editor said, “I took a risk and signed the contract using my ex-girlfriend’s name. No one discovered it.” Da Wei asked, “What about the royalties? Didn’t you send them to her?” The editor said, “I did, along with those keys.” Da Wei asked, “What keys?” The editor said, “When the book first came out, the publishing house organized an activity where readers could mail keys to a mailbox we provided, and we would forward them to Hai Tong. Perhaps she would visit them one day as written in the novel. At that time the book had been out for a month, wasn’t selling well, and was getting criticized online. A female colleague of mine came up with this gimmick. She said, ‘Think about it—one day you open your door to find a strange woman sitting in your living room. What a novel kind of date that would be.’ I told her I didn’t believe anyone would casually give their house keys to a stranger. But within two weeks, we received over ten keys, all with detailed addresses attached on small cards. This wasn’t done with Hai Tong’s consent. I thought I’d just throw all the keys away. But when I wrote asking how to handle the royalties, she said, ‘Send them to me, along with those keys.’ Then she left a mailbox address—one of those safe deposit boxes you apply for at banks. Occasionally we still receive one or two keys, and my female colleague sends them all to her.” Da Wei laughed, “You didn’t send your own house key too, did you?” The editor’s face turned red immediately, and he said huffily, “I wouldn’t stoop to participate in such a boring game!” We asked him for that bank mailbox address, but he refused. He said, “As an editor, I’m happy to answer any curious reader’s questions about her, but I absolutely won’t assist anyone in finding her.” With that he stood up, pushed open the coffee shop door, and walked out. We continued sitting there for a while. I said, “I have a feeling the female writer has been secretly watching everything unfold from the shadows.” Da Wei said, “Yes, she might even know we’re sitting here discussing her right now.” Zi Chen smiled—since breaking his leg, he’d become very fond of smiling, as if those smiles were some kind of secretion from his injured leg. He said, “Perhaps Hai Tong is waiting for us to find her.” Da Wei said, “I’m thinking about those people who mailed their keys—how lonely they must be.” The coffee shop lights suddenly dimmed. At the counter by the entrance, a woman was doing accounts. I said, “Let’s go, they’re closing. The old coffee shop was better. Let’s go there again in a few days.” “Sure,” they both said together.

But the coffee shop with the three-blade ceiling fans had already closed down. In its place was a facility for teaching children to swim, with a huge inflatable cartoon fish floating at the entrance. Da Wei said, “It looks like a whale. Perhaps it’s to commemorate us.” Zi Chen said, “Some child in there might, years from now when flipping through an issue of Whale magazine, remember what the first whale he ever saw looked like.” This reminded me of the previous night’s dream. The sailor ghost’s face was twisted with pain, as if he’d just risen from a cage in hell. He said, “You’ve never thought about what kind of life the protagonists in unfinished novels live. They wander the world like lonely spirits.”

We found a coffee shop nearby. Business was poor, the coffee had a plastic taste—it would probably close soon too. We started going there every two or three days, each bringing whatever new discoveries we could. Da Wei believed that if the novel’s description of her at age four watching her uncle stand on a ladder painting family planning propaganda posters was true, then Hai Tong was likely a few years younger than the female writer in the novel, an only child. She was physically weak as a child, not good at sports, mediocre at music and painting. She seemed to have a preference for chocolate covered in crushed peanuts, and also liked nougat and pineapple cakes—unsurprisingly, she was probably a sweet-tooth. Zi Chen found the prototype of the ghost building—it had indeed once been a Nationalist officer’s mansion, but now it had been razed to the ground, with a real estate company planning to build an office complex there. No news mentioned discovering tunnels underneath, but three construction workers had mysteriously disappeared during demolition and their fate remained unknown. He believed the plants in the tunnel were actually a mutation of Arabiana. Arabiana usually blooms blue flowers, but without sunlight, they might turn white instead. This represented two choices of life—what can drive away demons can also bewitch.

I found the novel with only a beginning that the editor had mentioned, on a very niche literary forum. After registering, the name “Hai Tong” had only published this one piece and never responded to other people’s posts. The avatar photo used was a black void with nothing in it, but when I enlarged it, I discovered a small white flower in the bottom right corner. Quite blurry, it must have been photographed in an extremely dark place. An email address was left in the user information. We began discussing what kind of email to write her, and whether we could pretend to be journalists or overseas publishers interested in her novel. But we ultimately decided to tell the truth. We wrote some thoughts about Pleiades, listed several questions, and at the end earnestly expressed our desire to meet her. I wrote that passage, so I remember it quite clearly. I said, “First we must thank you for bringing the three of us back together. We’re trying to distinguish ourselves from others by grasping something from your novel, confirming that literature is the soul’s only outlet. We all believe that someday we will meet you—either we’ll come to you, or you’ll come to us. Are you willing to come to us? We very much look forward to meeting you.” Da Wei really wanted to include two lines of his poetry, but we stopped him.

The email received no reply. After two weeks, Zi Chen made a small discovery. The only seller of Pleiades on the used book website had changed the inventory display from the original three copies to ten copies. What did this indicate? He seemed to be collecting this novel. We emailed him, using the pretext of asking him to help find some old books, and proposed meeting him. He replied with an address and told us to call him when we got nearby. We found the address in an area surrounded by farmland. None of the three of us could identify what crops were being grown. After making the call, a man wearing a straw hat came out to meet us, leading us down a small path to a courtyard at the end. Three local dogs were lying on the ground sleeping. We sat under a grape arbor, and he asked if we wanted to try his homemade apple wine. The apple wine tasted strange. A black and white spotted dog woke up, sniffed at my cup, and walked away. Da Wei said, “Do you have many copies of Pleiades?” The man in the straw hat took off his hat—he had premature gray hair, almost completely white. He said, “A few hundred perhaps. I’ve been gradually collecting them from various places.” I asked, “Why do this?” He said, “Bookstores that can’t sell them return them to publishers. After stockpiling for a certain time, they’re destroyed en masse. Then readers can never buy this book again.” I said, “So it’s out of love for Hai Tong.” He said, “Out of a kind of protection. Everyone has something they want to defend. If you can’t find it, you create one yourself.” Zi Chen asked for his opinion of Hai Tong. He said, “I think she’s already dead. In Pleiades, I read a strong misanthropic atmosphere. On one hand, I can feel the author’s tenacious vitality, but on the other hand, I feel she plans to destroy it. In a sense, this novel is more like a suicide declaration. The author seems to be saying to us, ‘I’m going to die. Can you find me before I die?'” All three of us fell silent. He said, “Of course, this is just how I felt after reading it. Initially this feeling was faint, but it deepened day by day. One morning I sat up in bed absolutely certain of her death. From that day, I began purchasing Pleiades everywhere. Perhaps I’m wrong—it’s just that her being dead fits my aesthetics better, creates a certain fantasy for me, the kind I can dwell in for a long time.”

The apple wine gave off a rotten smell in the sun. He admitted to us that winemaking was still in the experimental stage—perhaps he’d added too many hops. “Drink, drink,” he said. “You won’t get drunk.” Da Wei asked, “Have you always lived here?” He said, “Oh no, I used to live closer to the city, also in a single-story house where I stored large quantities of old books. One night the room where I kept books caught fire.” Da Wei asked, “Were there many copies of Pleiades inside?” The white-haired man said, “Yes, the losses were severe, though some weren’t burned. So I moved everything here.” Da Wei asked, “Do you suspect someone deliberately set the fire to burn this book?” He said, “I don’t know. It might have been accidental. I’m a simple person who tends to think of things simply—the fact that we can still sit here chatting proves this point, right?” Da Wei said, “We’re not here to burn books!” The white-haired man laughed. He said, “Books can never be completely burned.”

Before leaving, he led us to visit the vegetable garden behind the courtyard, pointing to watermelons lying in the mud and saying, “The patterns on melon skins change. If you stare at them every day, you’ll notice this.” Then he cast his gaze toward the distant open space and said, “Perhaps in the near future, there will be a library here, restaurants, a small auditorium with glass roofs. At night when you look up, the stars will seem so big they’re about to fall from the sky.” I asked, “Just like what’s written in Pleiades?” He said, “Haha, I’ll remember to plant more Arabiana to drive away ghosts.”

We sat again in that declining coffee shop. Autumn had arrived, and leaves drifted in through the open windows, settling on cooling coffee cups. I asked, “Do you think she’s dead?” Zi Chen said, “I feel she’s not yet. But I agree with that man’s assessment—Pleiades is indeed shrouded in heavy death atmosphere. She probably does have suicide plans, perhaps setting herself a final deadline.” Da Wei said, “If we could find her quickly, we could prevent this.” Zi Chen said, “Death cannot be prevented.” I asked, “If someone really deliberately wanted to burn those books, who would it be?” Da Wei said, “Maybe Hai Tong herself. She doesn’t want those books to remain in the world. Remember, in Pleiades, the female writer said she hoped to have exactly 3,999 readers, no more, no less. The print run should exceed that number.” I said, “There’s no used bookstore address online—how would she find it?” Zi Chen said, “As long as you buy books from a bookstore, you get their address, right?” Da Wei said, “That’s crazy—according to the delivery slip address, she finds the used bookstore, sneaks in at night, and burns his warehouse…” Zi Chen said, “What we like is precisely her madness.”

I called the white-haired man again, asking for contact information of people who had bought Pleiades. He laughed on the other end, saying, “Are you forming a book club?” I said, “Mm, we want to hear their thoughts on this book.” He said, “You want to find some clue about Hai Tong.” I said, “We still prefer to believe she’s alive.” He replied, “That’s wonderful. If you discover anything, remember to tell me. By the way, the apple wine experiment succeeded.”

According to the list the white-haired man sent, he had sold a total of sixteen copies of Pleiades. Twelve people were in other cities. Since the editor said Hai Tong’s safe deposit box was opened at a local bank, we decided to start with those four local people. We called separately, saying we wanted to hold a Pleiades book club and asking if they’d like to participate. The first three who answered were all men—one forgot he’d bought this book, another said he only bought it because he was interested in ghost buildings but found it not scary at all, so he was quite disappointed. The third man agreed to attend the book club; we said we’d notify him of the specific time and place later. The fourth person who answered was a woman who simply said she wasn’t interested and hung up. The address she left was Room 217 in a university’s literature department, with “Teacher Luo” filled in the name field.

We came to that university and found Room 217 in the literature department. The room wasn’t large but was filled with many flowers and plants, like a tropical greenhouse. A young man was sitting under a large-leafed plant filling out forms. We asked if there was a Teacher Luo here. He said, “Mm, Teacher Luo Xuewei, she’s not in.” We said we really wanted to attend her class and asked him to tell us the specific time. The man checked on the computer and said it was Thursday afternoon at 2 PM, Public Education Building Two, Room 2113. He walked us to the door, saying, “You’d better go listen soon.” We asked what he meant. He said, “Teacher Luo won’t be teaching next semester—she’s about to have a baby.”

We walked out of the humanities building onto a patch of withered yellow grass. I said, “She’s going to have a baby.” Da Wei glanced at me: “You look as sad as if your beloved man had betrayed you.” Zi Chen said, “Perhaps pregnancy delayed her suicide plans.” Da Wei said, “I wonder what kind of person she married.”

Thursday afternoon, we arrived at the classroom on time and sat in the back row. There were about twenty students, some with purple-dyed hair, others wearing nose rings. A girl in front told a boy, “I took Prozac with beer and saw a mirage. I grew up by the sea but was always too embarrassed to tell people I’d never seen one.”

Teacher Luo arrived, her round belly wrapped in a black sweater dress. She walked to the podium and said, “Today we’re discussing Joyce’s story ‘The Dead.’ Everyone has read it, right?” A male student said, “The story is quite bland.” Teacher Luo shook her head: “It actually contains enormous sadness…” Another male student raised his hand: “Teacher, do you have erotic dreams about ex-boyfriends?” The boy next to him asked, “Do you still have erotic dreams when pregnant?” Teacher Luo wasn’t angry and maintained a smile throughout. She analyzed the story in slow tones, repeatedly mentioning words like grief, harm, and shadow. Students frequently interrupted her, recounting their own painful experiences—being abused by fathers or attempting suicide over breakups… Teacher Luo’s gaze was kind, like a priest listening to confessions. After class, we asked a nearby student what this course was called. She said she forgot, but Teacher Luo taught all depressing stories anyway. We asked if this was Teacher Luo’s preference. She said, “No, it’s our need. We like listening to these very depressing stories.”

We went to her office again. She was watering flowers when she turned and saw us. We all startled each other. She found several chairs for us to sit among the plants. We discussed her class with her, thinking it was like some kind of spiritual counseling. She said, “Yes, the kids who choose my class all have some psychological issues. Sad stories can help them process their inner pain.” Da Wei asked, “Do you write fiction yourself?” She said, “I wrote a little in college, but stopped later.” The three of us exchanged glances. Zi Chen asked, “Have you read a novel called Pleiades?” “Yes,” she replied. I asked if she liked it. She smiled: “Of course I like it—it’s my story. Not all of it, but part of it.” I said, “This might be an aftereffect of reading this book. After I finished, I also felt I’d witnessed some events described in the novel, like the little white flowers in the tunnel.” Da Wei and Zi Chen said, “Yes, we felt we’d seen them too.” Teacher Luo said, “Did your mothers also have lovers who were executed? Did your little uncles also make you pose as models?” We fell silent. She said the female writer’s childhood experiences in the novel were exactly like hers. Da Wei said, “Okay, did you tell these experiences to anyone?” Teacher Luo said, “In college, I had a very close roommate. I told her, and she encouraged me to write these stories. I wrote a little, but then my mental state became very bad, so I took a leave of absence.” Zi Chen asked, “Now, is that part in the novel the same as what you wrote then?” Teacher Luo said, “I can’t remember how I wrote it. I heard about the content of Pleiades but was always afraid to read it. I wanted to find what I’d written before, but never could. I finally bought a copy from the used book website. After reading it, the novel’s story covered my memories. Now the only thing I know is that it’s my story.” Da Wei asked, “What kind of person was your roommate?” Teacher Luo said, “A very tall, thin girl who didn’t talk much about herself. When I returned to school after two years’ absence, she had already graduated, changed her phone number—probably didn’t want to contact me. Later when I recalled her, I realized I knew nothing about her past.” Da Wei asked, “Did she like sweets?” Teacher Luo said, “She had mild anorexia and only drank celery juice.” I asked, “Do you hate her for stealing your story?” She said, “Her image in my mind is very blurry. I can never quite believe this novel was written by the person I knew. Every time I recall my childhood, the memories slide toward the later plot developments in that novel. I’ve become a person without a past. So I must have some future.” She placed both hands on her belly, as if warming herself. We left her office.

Winter came, and we huddled in the corner of the coffee shop. The waitress, wrapped in a cotton coat, watched expressionlessly as workers repaired the heating. We had obtained the name of the female roommate from Teacher Luo: Chen Sining. According to information on the campus network, she went to Spain after graduation and now lived in Córdoba in the south. She had uploaded three photos to her album: one of the bullring in Zaragoza, one of a flamenco dancer in Seville, and the third showing her standing on the balcony of her residence, surrounded by many bougainvillea. Searching for the ID she used on the campus network, we found posts she’d made on a beauty forum asking if anyone experienced rib pain after breast augmentation that made them afraid to sneeze. No replies. That line of inquiry from 2011 hung lonely on the page, conjuring the image of a woman in a foreign land trying hard to suppress sneezes in the depths of night.

We all felt somewhat dejected—perhaps unable to believe that what the female writer cared most about was her chest. Da Wei suggested we should still make the trip to Córdoba, with him paying. He said, “Córdoba might be our Araby, but we really must go there.” Zi Chen stared out the window at the bare tree branches and said, “That’s right. ‘The Last Leaf’ is a terrible story, but honestly, if someone painted me such a leaf right now, I’d be very grateful.” Da Wei said, “Córdoba is quite warm, with many leaves.” Zi Chen said, “I hope so.” Da Wei said, “It doesn’t matter if she’s not the person we’re looking for. We can stay in Spain for a while until I spend all my savings.”

From Chen Sining’s third photo, behind her apartment, you could see the golden spires of a mosque. We circled all the mosques in Córdoba on a map and booked a hotel near one of them.

The day before departure, Zi Chen committed suicide. He swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills and was discovered by a family member—a very old aunt—when he still had a trace of breath. She immediately called an ambulance. The ambulance encountered citywide martial law—a head of state had just concluded a five-day state visit and was heading to the airport. The ambulance stopped before the security line, its red light overhead like a shaking prophet. By the time they reached the hospital, he had stopped breathing.

Da Wei and I went to Zi Chen’s funeral. Very few people came, they didn’t know each other, attended the ceremony alone and left. I went to speak with the elderly aunt. She wasn’t exactly sad—rather, she seemed relieved. I proposed coming in a few days to help her sort through Zi Chen’s belongings. She suggested I come after 3 PM, as her afternoon naps were quite long. Da Wei went out alone to smoke. Later I found him under a pine tree. It wasn’t particularly cold that day, and watery snow was falling. “The sky like the bitter smile of a square robot’s face”—I mentioned this metaphor. Da Wei responded with a bitter smile.

I fell ill with a high fever that wouldn’t break. On the phone I told Da Wei I probably didn’t have the courage to sort through Zi Chen’s belongings. Da Wei said, “I understand. I’ll go. Take good care of yourself.” I said, “You too.”

Da Wei and I didn’t see each other for four months. During those four months, I moved once, went on two blind dates, and began dating one of the men. Someone also called several times asking whether the Pleiades book club was still happening and why there had been no notification. Additionally, the sailor’s ghost reappeared, telling me about some of his failed romantic experiences. I advised him not to be obsessed with love. He said, “Characters in novels aren’t real people—they’re usually busy with just one thing. In the personality you gave me, there’s only love.” I asked if he encountered many characters from other authors’ unfinished novels. He said, “All the girls I meet are like that—they’re like naturally underdeveloped embryos, which is why they act so unpredictably.” I asked if he could help me find a character from a novel written by a friend of mine, named Wu Zi Chen. He said, “I’ll try. Generally we don’t mention which author created us, unless the author is particularly famous—those novel characters who think they come from good stock love to drop their authors’ names.”

One day in April, Da Wei called to arrange a meeting. His tone was grave, as if he had something very important to say. “Let’s change venues,” he said. “That coffee shop closed down.” We went to the bookstore where we first met. The first-floor café had been redecorated, and the server told us there would be a flower arranging class later—we could still sign up. Da Wei sat across from me, fingers interlaced. He was tanned and had grown a beard. I asked if he’d been on vacation, but he didn’t answer. Instead, he leaned forward and said in a low voice, “I found Hai Tong.” I put down my coffee cup and looked at him. “Where is she?” He showed an extremely pained expression, then told me, “Zi Chen is Hai Tong.” I shook my head. “Impossible.” He said, “I’ve been investigating this for months. It’s certain.”

Da Wei told me that the day of the memorial service, when he went out alone to smoke, a short man in a tight wool coat came over to ask for his lighter. The man asked, “Are you also Zi Chen’s friend?” He answered yes. The man nodded and said, “Me too.” He seemed to recall some past events and told Da Wei uncontrollably that he and Zi Chen had been very much in love seven years ago. Da Wei didn’t seem very surprised. He said he and Zi Chen were friends in literary life and knew little about each other’s private lives. “Oh, literature!” The short man nodded and said, “I remember Zi Chen saying then that he really wanted to write a book in a female voice, hide himself away so no one would know the author was actually him.” Da Wei concealed his shock and asked the short man, “Why did it have to be in a female voice?” The short man said, “Probably because he felt people were prejudiced against gay writers. If he had to choose between a man’s and woman’s voice, he preferred women.” Da Wei asked, “Did he actually write it later?” The short man said, “I don’t know. We lost touch long ago. He probably wouldn’t expect me to come today.”

Da Wei paused, then continued. The day he went to sort through Zi Chen’s belongings, he didn’t see any diaries or manuscripts. Everything had already been organized. Only in a long-unused backpack was there a stack of note paper with some unrelated nouns and fragmentary sentences. Among the nouns, “tunnel” and “cable car” appeared more than once. Several pieces of note paper were dated 2010, before Pleiades was published. Among those notes, he also found a dried white flower. I said, “These might all be coincidences.” Da Wei said, “Think about it—when we were searching for Hai Tong, almost all the new leads came from Zi Chen, right?” I asked, “Then why did he want us to find Hai Tong?” Da Wei said, “He needed several immortal readers to be his vigil keepers. We were the most suitable candidates. Aren’t we poisoned deeply enough?” I started crying. Da Wei said, “Maybe Teacher Luo’s roommate—Chen Sining—knew him. She told him Teacher Luo’s story. So he didn’t want to go to Córdoba, understand?” Da Wei sighed and said, “Zi Chen’s aunt said that when he broke his leg, it was from jumping off a fourth-floor balcony. He had attempted suicide more than once.” I said, “Let’s stop here. I want to go home.”

The next morning, I called Da Wei. In the afternoon we met again at the bookstore café. I said, “I didn’t sleep all night.” Da Wei said, “Maybe I shouldn’t have told you.” I said, “At first I hated him very much, but by dawn I didn’t hate him anymore. I envied him a little—he could sacrifice his entire life to literature. But we can’t.” Da Wei said, “Yes, we can’t. Because life happens only once.” We stayed in the café until closing, then went to a bar for a drink before going home. The third afternoon we met again, went to the same bar to drink. It continued like this for the following week. Neither of us talked about literature or Zi Chen—we just chatted vaguely about life. He regretted giving up football in college; I wanted to sign up for baking classes. We urged each other to live well. But the constantly extending encouragement seemed to reveal our confusion. By one evening in the second week, the bar was occupied by people watching football. He asked if I’d like to come to his house for a while. I went. The house was large and empty, with a garden that was also empty in May. Da Wei said, “I’ve always wanted to plant some flowers.” I said, “Mm.” He asked, “What would be good to plant?” I said, “Roses or climbing roses?” He said, “Good, I’ll look up where to buy them.” I said, “The neighbor’s yard is full of them—ask them for a few plants.” He said, “But I’ve never spoken to them.” I said, “Then go speak to them. Didn’t we agree to embrace life wholeheartedly?”

I didn’t leave that night. The next morning, we walked arm in arm and rang the neighbor’s doorbell. He cut us three climbing rose stems and dug up five rose bushes. We worked all day to settle those flowers, then rushed to the mall before closing to buy two bath towels and two pairs of slippers.

A month later, we got married. Two months after that, I became pregnant. We redecorated the house and invited several new friends over. Two months later, Da Wei started working at his father’s company. On mornings with important meetings, I would get up to help him with his tie. By then I had gained twenty pounds, developed many spots on my face, and spent every day curled up in bed, sleeping and waking intermittently. My dreams were all like repeatedly filtered pure water, without a trace of distracting thoughts. In the afternoons I walked downstairs and met two women with bigger bellies than mine. They tirelessly discussed stroller and formula brands with me, telling terrifying stories of nannies stealing children. They seemed to like me quite a bit because I knew nothing and always looked completely bewildered. “My God, you actually don’t know…” they would shriek, getting a kind of satisfaction.

Yang Ping was born two months premature and stayed in an incubator for two weeks. During that time, I always felt I had just been ill and forgot there was such a child. When the nurse brought him to me, I showed surprise. He was as small as an exposed heart. Da Wei said, “Don’t worry, he’ll grow very strong.”

He woke many times each night, cutting my sleep into fragments. Sometimes when he was asleep, I would sit by the window, not even buttoning my shirt, waiting for him to wake again. Outside the window in the garden, the transplanted climbing roses and rose bushes hadn’t bloomed—their branches were bare, without a single leaf.

Da Wei came home very late every day, having drunk a lot. He complained to me about how his company colleagues snubbed and embarrassed him, how his father always said “You disappoint me very much.” One day I said, “It’s just a job.” Da Wei said, “Yes, but besides this job, what else do I have?” I didn’t speak. He said, “I know what you’re thinking. You think I’ve become very vulgar and can’t do anything right. You’re disappointed in me too, aren’t you? No matter what kind of life I give you, you won’t be satisfied, won’t show the slightest fucking smile when I come home!” I said, “The baby is crying.” Da Wei said, “Let him cry!” We sat there in the child’s crying. The child wailed for a while, then became soft sobbing, and finally stopped. Da Wei asked, “You always think of Zi Chen, don’t you?” I said, “Yes. You do too, don’t you?” Da Wei said, “So our being together is a mistake.” I said, “Probably.” He leaned back on the sofa with a desperate look. After a while, he fell asleep. I continued sitting, waiting for the child to call me again with his crying. But he didn’t. I went over and shook him awake. He glanced at me, turned over, and continued sleeping. I stood in the quiet house. I don’t know how long it was before I heard someone knocking on the window. It was the sailor’s ghost, pressing his face against the glass and smiling at me. I pushed open the door and walked into the yard. As soon as he saw me, he said, “I found a character from that novel written by the person called Zi Chen.” I asked, “What kind of person?” He said, “A very cool girl from a half-written science fiction novel.” I said, “Science fiction?” He said, “Yes, that girl is metal from the neck up, with a particularly smart head that can mentally calculate seven-digit cube roots.” Then he told me somewhat excitedly that he had pursued her for a long time, and yesterday she finally agreed to date him. He said he was very happy—everything was wonderful except that kissing was a bit chilly. I said, “Blessings to you both.” He said, “I also have to thank you and your friend.” He waved goodbye to me. I turned off the garden’s corridor light and returned to the house, taking off slippers soaked with dew.

The next day, I got up very early, made breakfast, and stood at the door seeing Da Wei off. I fed the child and put him back in the crib, then cleaned the house once over and put some clothes in a travel bag. Before leaving, I took my copy of Pleiades from the bookshelf and stuffed it in, zipping it up. I locked the door and walked to the street carrying the travel bag. The sunlight was dazzling, and water stains left by the sprinkler truck were evaporating. I walked to the subway station and was pushed onto a train by the crowd. A man elbowed me. I stared at him and he turned his head away. When the train reached another station, I squeezed through the crowd and got off. I sat on a bench and took out a piece of bread, wolfing it down. I suddenly felt a little homesick for the place I had just left, though I couldn’t say what specifically I missed. I stuffed the last bite of bread into my mouth and walked toward the opposite platform.

I walked to the door, put down the travel bag, took out my key, and opened the door. The child was babbling. I didn’t have time to take off my shoes before running into the living room. A woman was sitting beside the crib, her hair braided in a thick plait, dark-skinned, wearing a deep gray robe, her age indeterminate. She was telling the child a story in low tones.

I asked, “Who are you?”

She smiled and said, “I’m Hai Tong. Did you send the key? It was quite a while ago, last year I think. I never had time to come until now.”

I shook my head and said, “I never sent any key.”

“Oh,” she said, “then someone else in the family must be my reader. They even wrote a love poem on a little note card—quite moving.” She reached into the crib and touched the child’s cheek, saying, “He’s very good, especially quiet.”

I had many questions I wanted to ask her. Those mysteries that could never be solved. But I said, “Please leave. This is my home.”

She looked puzzled and said, “The master of this place invited me to come.”

I said, “I am the master of this place. Could you please leave?”

I opened the door and stood there. She shook her head while muttering “People today are really incomprehensible,” then grumbled as she walked out.

I closed the door and returned to the sunlit living room. Speaking of unsolvable mysteries, perhaps there’s only one: what the future will be like. What I will become, what Da Wei will become, what Yang Ping will become when he grows up. I sat by the window, looking at Yang Ping who had already fallen asleep, and placed a blue teddy bear in his hand.

[1] Frank and April are the male and female protagonists in American writer Richard Yates’s novel Revolutionary Road.

[2] “Araby” is a short story by Joyce published in 1914, collected in Dubliners. Araby is the name of a market in the story.

[3] A short story by O. Henry.

Da Qiao Xiao Qiao – Chapter 14: I Follow the Light of Fire
At their first meeting, Zhou Mo immediately realized that Jiang Yuan was interested in her.

“You’re quite different from them,” he said. “Not as restless as they are. You seem—very calm.”

They were standing in a hall crowded with people, watching two young women in tight short skirts busily taking photos with others. String lights on the Christmas tree changed colors, casting red and green light on their faces.

“That’s because I’m much older than them, already past that age,” Zhou Mo said.

“You mean you used to be like them?”

“When you’re young, you’re bound to be a bit restless, right?”

“Some things are in your bones. Trust me.”

“Alright.” She laughed. Someone was leaving, pushing open the door, and cold wind rushed in from outside, blowing against her feverish forehead.

Trusting this strange man was a dangerous thing, Zhou Mo knew, especially for her current situation. A divorced woman’s willpower was like a tooth about to fall out.

Zhou Mo hadn’t planned to attend that charity dinner. When she received those two invitations, she glanced at them and tossed them into the wastebasket along with the credit card bills. The day before Christmas Eve, she caught a cold and started running a low fever. She slept in a daze until noon the next day when Song Lian called. Every holiday, Song Lian would definitely invite her out—she felt responsible for not leaving Zhou Mo alone at home. Zhou Mo didn’t want to disappoint her good intentions. Even if it wasn’t Song Lian but some other friend, Zhou Mo wouldn’t refuse. She was afraid they would all give up on her and she would hide herself away, becoming a strange old woman.

Running a fever, she hadn’t heard clearly where Song Lian was inviting her, until just before hanging up when she heard Song Lian shout loudly into the receiver, “Welcome back to vanity fair!” She shivered and instantly became half awake.

“Charity gala?” she said. “Are they fundraising for me? A poor divorced, unemployed, childless woman.”

“Come on, your monthly living expenses could pay fifty white-collar workers’ salaries.”

“But I have no savings and still need to pay the mortgage.”

“Don’t tell me you’re worrying about these things. The only question you think about each day is what should I buy today?”

For over ten years, she indeed hadn’t worried about money. She wasn’t even clear how much money they had at home. So it wasn’t until the divorce that she learned Zhuang He had taken all the money to invest in real estate business. The project went wrong, the land was reclaimed, the money was gone, and even the house they lived in was mortgaged. Only then did she realize Zhuang He had such a strong desire for wealth. Perhaps what he wanted was a private jet or yacht or something like that. But why had he never told her? He was probably afraid she would laugh at him—she would have said it would be better to collect Impressionist paintings and donate them to a museum.

Fortunately, investment failure wouldn’t crush Zhuang He. Headhunters knew the value of this Stanford graduate, experienced multinational corporation vice president. Shortly after the divorce, he switched to another larger company with a thirty percent salary increase. This thirty percent was just enough to pay his ex-wife’s living expenses.

Zhou Mo received a sum of money every month—this feeling was quite fresh. She hadn’t worked for over ten years, and now she finally had a job. This job was called being an ex-wife. Very leisurely, with quite generous compensation. In just a few months, she paid the down payment on an apartment and moved into her new home.

She kept a few pieces of furniture from before, all hidden in corners where you couldn’t tell unless you looked carefully. When Song Lian came, she thought everything was new.

“Very nice, a completely fresh start.” Song Lian looked around inside and out. “Let me think what else you might be missing.”

Then she gave Zhou Mo a cat. Its original owner had immigrated to Canada and entrusted it to her before leaving. The cat was a bit old and fierce, wouldn’t let Zhou Mo touch it, but at night it would jump onto the bed and sleep by her feet.

This was the first time attending a social event not as Mrs. Zhuang. Zhou Mo sat on the edge of the bed, thinking about what to wear that evening. Should she change her style to signify rebirth? She finally chose a sweater dress she often wore. At six o’clock, she put on her coat, applied a bit of blush to her pale cheeks, grabbed her handbag, and walked out the door.

Song Lian and Qin Yu drove to pick her up, arguing endlessly along the way about where to vacation for Spring Festival. Recently Zhou Mo often went out with this married couple. She had gotten used to having dinner with them, watching movies together, used to hearing them quarrel for no reason and then make up dramatically, used to them spending an entire evening suspecting their housekeeper’s loyalty or analyzing their neighbors’ marriage with great interest. Sometimes they would ask for her opinion, including her in the discussion as if she were a member of their family. Yes, why couldn’t three people live together? she couldn’t help thinking when she was drunk and laughing uncontrollably with them over small matters. This illusion would end when that night was over—it would completely disappear when she swayed home and stood alone in the marble-covered lobby waiting for the elevator. As the elevator doors closed, she looked askance at the many reflections of herself in the mirror, slowly wiping away the lingering smile from the corners of her mouth.

The hotel hosting the charity gala was quite old, with carpets at the entrance that hadn’t been changed in years. A thin Santa Claus walked around the lobby, bending down to let little girls reach into his bag for gifts. Passing the bakery, Zhou Mo peered inside—business was still as good as before. One Christmas, she and Zhuang He had bought a huge yule log cake here, ate it for many days, and later just thinking about that cream flavor made her nauseous. Now she tried to summon that taste, but her mouth was dry with only the bitter taste of the Tylenol capsules she’d taken before leaving.

They arrived a bit early—some guests hadn’t come yet. Zhou Mo found her seat and was glad it was in an inconspicuous corner. While no one around was paying attention, she picked up the place card with Zhuang He’s name and stuffed it into her handbag. Two friends she hadn’t seen in a long time came over to greet her, asking where she’d been traveling recently. “Nowhere,” she shook her head. Perhaps in their view, she should find somewhere to hide and heal. Later, one of the friends mentioned that her dog had died. Zhou Mo felt this was a safe topic, so she inquired in detail about the cause of death, whether it suffered in its final moments, and the burial process. Her concern for this dog she’d never seen moved that friend very much.

Then Du Chuan appeared, rescuing her from the dog topic.

“How long has it been since we’ve seen each other!” He patted her shoulder, his booming voice unchanged.

A young man stood behind him. Du Chuan introduced him as his assistant, Jiang Yuan. Jiang Yuan was quite handsome, but his black velvet suit was overly formal, complete with a bow tie, and his slicked-back hair was full of gel, as if he were about to film Shanghai Bund. Especially following behind Du Chuan, who wore a hooded ski jacket and running shoes, he looked somewhat ridiculous.

Du Chuan was now a very famous painter. When Zhou Mo first knew him, he had just graduated from art school not long before. That was twelve years ago. She and Zhuang He had just returned to China and rented a top-floor apartment—their first home in Beijing. At the end of the hallway was a ladder that could take you up to the rooftop. The rooftop was very windy, and on clear days you could see quite a few stars. Zhou Mo often thought of that place.

Du Chuan’s studio wasn’t far from their home. Sometimes after he finished work at night, he would come sit for a while and have a glass of whiskey with Zhuang He. The two had no common hobbies or topics, yet they formed a wonderful friendship. Du Chuan might have liked Zhou Mo a little then—he said he wanted to find a girlfriend like her. “Like what?” Zhuang He asked. “Warm, considerate,” Du Chuan replied. “That’s because you don’t know her well enough yet.” Zhuang He laughed heartily. Zhou Mo threw the cushion from her arms at him. Du Chuan smiled as he watched them, picked up his glass, and drained the wine inside. Many years later, that scene of the three of them sitting together became her most cherished memory, even defeating the night when Zhuang He proposed to her by the fountain in the square.

Later, Du Chuan moved his studio to the suburbs, Zhuang He was always traveling on business, and their contact gradually decreased. Still later, Du Chuan’s fame grew larger and larger. She would receive invitations to each of his exhibition openings, but she never went once. She was afraid of seeing that he had become a different person.

But he looked exactly the same, was very happy to see her, and suggested they go for drinks after the dinner. Zhou Mo didn’t want to go because they would definitely talk about Zhuang He. Perhaps Du Chuan knew about their divorce—otherwise why hadn’t he asked about Zhuang He? He might want to comfort her or express regret. She didn’t want to cry in front of him, as this would ruin the beautiful memories from before.

But Du Chuan’s enthusiasm was impossible to refuse. He also solemnly introduced her to Jiang Yuan:

“This is the first person to collect my paintings. That Summer is at her place.”

That painting had long been sold by Zhuang He.

“You have excellent taste,” Jiang Yuan said, not looking away until she turned her face aside, but he continued watching her.

Such persistent gazing should have been an obvious signal of interest. But she only hoped she was mistaken, because apart from owning an oil painting worth over three million, he knew nothing about her. She wasn’t foolish enough to believe he was attracted by her appearance—a woman at least ten years older than him, and because of illness, she must look particularly haggard. So her conclusion was that, given this quite suspicious affection, it was best to ignore it.

A lengthy charity auction was held during the dinner. One item was Du Chuan’s oil painting. Jiang Yuan walked onto the stage, holding it up to show everyone. Perhaps because he had to go on stage, that’s why he dressed so formally. Unfortunately his body was blocked by the oil painting, his face was deep in shadow, and you could only see the circle of hair gel on top of his head, gleaming greasily. Poor child, Zhou Mo thought.

She drank a little wine, felt very dizzy, her attention began to wander, and it became difficult to join the conversation between Song Lian and her husband beside her. They were discussing hot spring hotels in Hokkaido with another couple who owned a gallery. It seemed the topic of vacation travel would continue the entire evening. She took out cigarettes from her handbag, put on her coat, and left her seat.

She pushed open a glass door and came outside. In summer, there were some outdoor seats here. One year Zhuang He and his colleagues often came here to drink beer. Which year was that? She pressed her temples, cupped a flame, and lit a cigarette. She had only recently resumed smoking. She’d quit for eight years when they were planning to have children. Three months into her pregnancy, she accompanied Zhuang He on a business trip to Paris. In a hotel by the Seine, her stomach hurt all night and she lost the baby. After that, they never traveled far together again. Now sometimes when she lit a cigarette, she would think of that child. Think that if they hadn’t gone to Paris, that child might now be sitting in the study doing homework.

The glass door was pushed open, and lively sounds poured out from inside. She turned around and saw Jiang Yuan walking toward her. She realized she had been anticipating this moment. This might be the real reason she stayed here despite running a fever and having a splitting headache. Her nose suddenly stung and she felt ridiculous. Even more ridiculous was that for an instant, what flashed through her mind was the scene from that sophomore year dance when Zhuang He walked toward her. She immediately felt ashamed for comparing the two. There was no comparison, none at all.

“This door is well hidden,” Jiang Yuan said, not wearing a coat, hands stuffed in his pants pockets. “Fortunately you lit a cigarette—I saw the fire from far away.”

“Where’s Du Chuan?” she asked.

“Don’t know. Maybe he’ll come in a bit. He’s quite a heavy smoker too.”

“When you see him, tell him I have a bit of fever and left early.”

“Leaving now?”

“In a while,” she said. “I came in a friend’s car.”

He took out rolling papers and tobacco from his pocket, skillfully rolled a cigarette and handed it to her: “Try this?”

She waved her hand. He smiled, lit it for himself: “The weather forecast said it would snow tonight.”

“They forecasted it a few days ago but it didn’t snow.”

“Wait until midnight, it will definitely snow. Trust me,” he said. “Tomorrow when you wake up and open the curtains, outside will already be white everywhere. Want to make a bet?”

She shook her head: “Only you kids make such a big deal about snow.”

He shrugged and dropped his cigarette butt: “Let’s go in.”

They returned to the hall where the auction had ended. Many people had left their seats and were chatting in the aisles between tables. They stood in a corner near the main entrance, watching the crowd from afar. She thought he would be attracted by those beautiful girls shuttling back and forth, but he seemed to really dislike that kind of showing off, instead finding her quietness precious.

“Do you paint too?” she asked.

He told her he had studied oil painting at an art academy in Chongqing, taught sketching at art exam prep classes for several years after graduation, and came to Beijing two years ago to work for Du Chuan. The assistant’s work was very tedious, from stretching canvases to paying tickets. Sometimes when Du Chuan socialized until very late, he still had to drive to pick him up. She asked if he still had time to paint himself. “Yes,” he said, “evenings and weekends.”

“Is that time enough?” She glanced at him. “Though not everyone has to become an artist. Having a stable job is quite good too.”

He smiled without speaking. After a while, he pulled two chocolate balls from his pocket.

“Do you eat chocolate? I took these from Santa’s bag.”

She said no. He peeled off the gold foil and put the entire chocolate ball in his mouth. She heard his teeth roughly crushing the nuts.

“I’ve loved drawing since I was little. There were two other kids then, and we painted family planning propaganda posters in the village together. After painting, the brushes were ours. Every time we got covered in paint, we’d jump in the river to wash. When the brushes soaked in water, all the bristles fell out—we felt so bad.” He smiled. “These things sound pretty boring, don’t they?”

“No. What are those two kids doing now?”

“One works in Dongguan, one hauls sand in the county town. I’m the only one in the whole village who’s touched an oil painting brush. The one hauling sand really envies me—he specially asked me to bring one back for him to see.”

Just then Du Chuan came over, saying a friend from Taiwan had arrived and he couldn’t drink with them tonight. He apologized to Zhou Mo, saying he would definitely arrange another time and asked her to wait for his call.

Zhou Mo found herself somewhat disappointed. She watched Jiang Yuan follow Du Chuan away, somewhat unwilling to believe that this evening would end like this.

On the way home, Song Lian and Qin Yu disagreed about the gallery-owning couple and started arguing again. Zhou Mo sat in the back seat, head against the window. She held her phone, constantly lighting up the screen to see if there were any new messages. She hadn’t given Jiang Yuan her phone number. Of course he could ask Du Chuan for it, though that would be somewhat strange. But if he wanted to know, he could always find a way.

The phone suddenly rang and she jumped. It was Gu Chen.

“Still out?” Gu Chen asked.

“Yes. Can I call you back later?” she lowered her voice.

“Where did you go to have fun, a bar?”

“I’m almost home, I’ll tell you in a bit.” She hung up.

If Song Lian and Qin Yu knew who she was talking to, they would definitely scold her severely and never care about her again. But they were arguing fiercely and had no time to pay attention to other things. Zhou Mo leaned toward the front seat: “Stop here. I’m going to 7-Eleven to buy something.”

“I want to get out too. I can’t live with him anymore,” Song Lian said.

“I’ve had enough too,” Qin Yu said.

“When did you start having enough? From the day Li Ya returned to the country?”

“Stop being unreasonable, okay?”

Zhou Mo jumped out of the car in the chaos: “Good night, you two.”

She had just stepped through her front door, coat still on, when Gu Chen’s call came.

“Don’t you think living is completely meaningless?” she said on the other end.

A month after Zhou Mo divorced Zhuang He, Gu Chen called for the first time.

“Tell me where Zhuang He is now,” she demanded right off.

She had called the landline by the bed whose number almost no one knew. Later she admitted to Zhou Mo that she and Zhuang He had made love over the phone. Zhou Mo only wanted to know where she herself had been at the time. “I don’t know, maybe in the next room,” Gu Chen answered listlessly. She could imagine Gu Chen squinting. She had seen her photos on Zhuang He’s computer.

It was Gu Chen who destroyed their marriage, but six months later Zhuang He married another girl. What did this mean? Zhou Mo thought, perhaps it didn’t matter so much who he was with—what mattered was leaving her.

No one knew what Zhuang He was thinking. He announced the breakup news with a text message, then disappeared from Gu Chen’s life.

Gu Chen went to his company and found he had already quit. She looked for his friends, and they all avoided her. One of them told her Zhuang He had already married, but she didn’t believe it and broke that person’s nose. Finally, she thought of Zhou Mo and called her. But Zhou Mo said she didn’t know where Zhuang He was either. The call didn’t end there. Gu Chen suddenly realized she could talk about Zhuang He with the person on the other end of the line—at least she was more willing to listen than anyone else.

Initially answering Gu Chen’s calls was just out of curiosity. Zhou Mo wanted to know where this powerful rival had lost. Gu Chen believed it was because her relationship with Zhuang He was too intense, with no breathing room. So Zhuang He needed to temporarily leave, go out for a breath of air. Temporarily, she emphasized.

Later, making calls became a habit. By then Gu Chen had usually already drunk too much. She would talk nonstop, then start wailing. If Zhou Mo didn’t interrupt her, there was only one way the call would end—when she was so drunk she passed out.

Zhou Mo quickly discovered that Gu Chen had a hysterical quality, as if she had to drag others down into the abyss with her. This was probably why Zhuang He left her. Of course it might also be why he fell in love with her.

“Zhuang He said I’m your opposite,” Gu Chen said. “You’re like ice, and I’m a piece of charcoal.” She would tell Zhou Mo things Zhuang He had said, and also talk about things they had done together.

“We made love on the platform on his company building’s roof… twice in a row. He went downstairs for a meeting then came back up.”

“Platform?” Zhou Mo repeated.

“Yes, he likes platforms.”

Zhou Mo remembered the platform above the apartment they lived in when they first came to Beijing. They had thrown a party there in autumn. After it ended, she went alone to clean up the cups and plates. Looking up by chance, she saw the sky filled with bright stars. She had never seen so many stars in Beijing’s sky before. For an instant, the thought of making love with Zhuang He there flashed through her mind. The platform was too windy—they’d need to set up a tent, like camping. The camping plan lingered in her heart for a while, but Zhuang He was always traveling on business or came home very late. Several times she asked what plans he had for the weekend. He shook his head, looking completely uninterested. How about setting up a tent on the platform to watch stars—several times these words were on the tip of her tongue but she swallowed them back. She worried he would scoff and ask how old are you?

Gu Chen was still talking endlessly on the other end. Zhou Mo held the phone as tears fell. Not because they had stolen her idea, but because she very much missed the self who had spent many evenings plotting to set up a tent. That self believed many things that her current self no longer believed.

“Alright, you’ve already drunk too much,” Zhou Mo said. “Go to sleep.” She took the thermometer from under her arm—39.2 degrees. The temperature had risen again.

“I’m just starting to drink. You go pour yourself a glass too,” Gu Chen said.

“I have a fever and don’t want to drink today.”

“Just drink a little, just a little will be fine.”

“I need to stay alert. I might have to go to the hospital alone later.”

“I can go with you…” There was the sound of vomiting on the other end, then the sound of a toilet flushing.

“I used to go with Zhuang He to the emergency room in the middle of the night too,” Gu Chen said. “Once in a hospital room while he was on an IV drip, we started making love… The IV stand fell over, the needle swelled up, and the nurse scolded him, saying how could such a grown man not stay still during an injection…” She giggled, laughed until she couldn’t stop coughing. Then the laughter gradually collapsed and she started crying, “Why did he treat me like this? Tell me, why…”

Zhou Mo swallowed a fever reducer and lay down on the bed. She put the phone on the pillow beside her. The person inside was still crying. The crying was shrill and disturbing. But Zhou Mo had fallen asleep to such crying on many cold nights this winter. Someone more heartbroken than herself was on the other end. She needed this kind of companionship, perhaps to the point of dependence. So sometimes she would persuade Gu Chen to drink more, or tempt her to recall those beautiful moments, in exchange for her emotions losing control again and crying loudly. At such times, Zhou Mo felt she completely controlled Gu Chen. She was extracting Gu Chen’s pain, but so what? This was what Gu Chen owed her in the first place. She believed the misfortune she endured allowed her to lower her moral standards for herself.

She always had a worry—that Gu Chen would emerge from the shadow of losing Zhuang He sooner than she would. Although Gu Chen’s pain was intense, it might be short-lived. She was young and emotionally rich—perhaps tomorrow she would throw herself into new love. Just thinking about this made Zhou Mo feel terrible, as if it were another betrayal. She didn’t know how to prevent it from happening. What she could do was answer Gu Chen’s calls, ensuring she remained immersed in the pain of missing the past. Also, not tell her Zhuang He’s address.

She certainly knew where Zhuang He lived. After moving, she would go to their old residence periodically to collect mail and forward some things that might be useful to Zhuang He. Postcards from former American classmates, or wine tasting invitations. The address was given by Zhuang He—he never intended to hide anything from her, including his marriage. In his eyes, she was the most reasonable ex-wife. But she hadn’t given the address to Gu Chen, definitely not out of consideration for him. She had a strong intuition that this would give Gu Chen relief. The reason Gu Chen was so miserable was because her heart hadn’t completely cooled. Zhuang He’s disappearance without a word made her still have expectations of him. If she saw Zhuang He again and heard him personally tell her he was married, declaring they had no more possibilities, perhaps she would let go from then on. Zhou Mo wasn’t worried at all about them rekindling their old romance. Once Zhuang He decided something, he wouldn’t change it again. She understood this well, so she hadn’t tried to save their marriage.

On this feverish night, Zhou Mo again dreamed of what she feared. Gu Chen called to say she was getting married tomorrow. “No, impossible,” she said loudly on this end.

“It feels like recovering from a serious illness. I’m completely better now.” Gu Chen giggled.

Zhou Mo felt a ringing in her ears and a stabbing pain in her heart. That pain pierced through the dream straight into her chest. She suddenly opened her eyes. She lay in the darkness for a long time unable to move, just feeling the sweat on her body slowly cool.

She picked up her phone to check the time. 3 AM. A new text message popped up from an unknown number: “It’s snowing outside. I won.”

They arranged to meet at the entrance of the art museum. Zhou Mo arrived early and waited inside the glass doors.

Sparse snowflakes drifted from the sky, and trains passed on the distant railway tracks. The grimacing sculptures in the open space in front of the museum were covered with snow, transformed into innocent clay figures.

Jiang Yuan crossed the street and walked toward her. He wore a duffle coat and carried a very old Cambridge bag, looking like a melancholy college student. He was so different from the night before that she almost didn’t recognize him. Then she began to wonder how she had become involved with this boy before her.

The art museum was empty in the morning except for one very old couple moving slowly. Today was the last day of the Monet exhibition—tomorrow these paintings would be shipped back to America. Visiting this exhibition was Jiang Yuan’s suggestion, though Zhou Mo had also wanted to come.

“Don’t you have to work today?” Zhou Mo asked.

“I took leave,” Jiang Yuan blinked. “I said my cousin came to Beijing.”

“Cousin?” She pondered this identity.

“Mm. Du Chuan said I really have a lot of relatives—last month it was my sister, this month my cousin.”

He looked at her and immediately said, “Last month wasn’t a date with anyone—it really was my sister who came.”

The word “date” sounded quite jarring.

“Even if it were a real date, that would be perfectly normal,” she said.

“Where are there so many people worth dating?” he said, looking at her.

When they came out of the art museum, the snow had stopped. They walked through the snow to a nearby restaurant for lunch.

“I don’t like Monet. Not at all,” he said, looking at the menu, then suddenly raising his head.

“Hm?”

“I kept holding back from saying it. I thought I shouldn’t spoil your enjoyment of the exhibition.”

“Why don’t you like him?”

“Too sweet, like canned syrup. Not sincere at all,” he said.

“Maybe that’s how he saw the world,” she said. “Everyone sees a different world through their eyes.”

“That’s true, but a good painter shouldn’t only see those things.”

“Since you don’t like him, why didn’t you choose a different exhibition?”

“Others? Those domestic painters are too poor, and each one thinks he’s a master.”

She almost asked what he thought of Du Chuan’s work, but swallowed the words back. She pointed to the menu: “See what you’d like to eat.”

While eating, she quietly stopped to watch him. His chewing was loud, his mouth moved widely, as if he wanted every small tooth to fully contact the food. She couldn’t remember anyone she knew eating like this. But he still looked like a boy and didn’t seem annoying—instead she felt a little sorry for him. However, watching him eat seemed to improve her appetite, and she finished an entire bowl of rice.

Leaving the restaurant, they walked onto the street. The sun came out, the air was good, and Zhou Mo felt her lungs were cool, like wide-mouth bottles on a windowsill. Wind blew snow off the tree branches, falling onto Jiang Yuan’s hair. He was taller than Zhuang He, and though very thin, had broad shoulders. There was a snowman by the roadside, built to look like a little monk. As they passed, he touched its head.

“My home is nearby,” she stopped, making gestures of farewell.

“It’s still early,” he also stopped. “Well, today was very pleasant.”

“Pleasant? After seeing an exhibition you disliked so much.”

“That’s not important. What’s important is good weather and good friends.” He redefined her identity.

“How are you getting back?”

“By subway. Where’s the nearest subway station? I’m not familiar with this area.”

“I’ll take you there—I happen to be walking that way too.”

They walked a bit more and came to the apartment building where she lived.

“The subway station is just ahead,” she said.

“Mm, I see it.” He looked up at the several apartment buildings inside the main entrance, pulled out his cigarette pack from his pocket. “I forgot to smoke all day today. Want one?”

“No thanks,” she said.

He held a cigarette in his mouth and waved to her: “Well then, goodbye.”

His expression was dejected, like a child being driven out when an amusement park closes. She stood in place, watching him slowly walk forward. When he turned back, she smiled, as if they were playing a game. He smiled too.

“Come up and sit for a while,” she said.

He really liked her home. He liked her old carpet and velvet sofa, thought the fireplace in the living room was cool. While she made coffee, he wandered around the house, looking at the photography hanging on the walls. “Can I choose a record to play?” he asked.

“Of course,” she called from inside.

When she came out of the kitchen, he was crouching on the floor petting the cat. The cat finally closed those restless, disturbing eyes. She put the tray on the table and hummed softly along with the music. She hadn’t felt so lighthearted in a long time, though she wasn’t sure if it was because she liked him or because she liked the feeling of bringing a strange man home. It didn’t matter, she encouraged herself—just consider it an experience. Everything should be tried once.

So when Jiang Yuan embraced her from behind, her heart was very calm. At the time, she was kneeling on the floor changing records. His large brown hands reached around from behind, holding her very tightly.

He didn’t move, as if waiting for something to melt.

Sunlight came in through the half-closed curtains, falling on the low cabinet in the corner—something moved from their old home that she unconsciously always looked at. Did the low cabinet have memory? Would it remember that time when she and Zhuang He talked and she stared at it just like this?

“I regret it very much,” Zhuang He had said. “I shouldn’t have let you stay home without working—that’s why you became like this. Playing the shakuhachi, learning tea ceremony, reading books and visiting exhibitions—do you think that’s life? You have no idea what the outside world is like. Your life is all fake.”

She twisted her fingers, staring at the low cabinet. One handle had rusted—she had never noticed before, but it was especially obvious in the sunlight, the rust like dense insect eggs. It was all his fault, Zhuang He said so, and she was innocent, like a plant discarded by its owner because it was pruned badly. What could a plant do? The afternoon after Zhuang He moved out, she removed the handles from the low cabinet.

Jiang Yuan’s way of making love was somewhat rough. He pressed down on her wrists, as if nailing her to a cross—he seemed to appreciate this crucified posture. In the overly intense collision, she heard the sound of her own bones cracking. When it came to the moment of release, his fierceness receded, as if revealing his true form, showing a kind of panicked tenderness. He noticed she was watching him and covered her face with a pillow.

Jiang Yuan smoked, sitting on the windowsill of the nineteenth floor looking out. Against the light, his naked body looked like a youth’s, with an aura of mountains and wilderness. She couldn’t remember seeing such a young man’s body before. Although when she first got together with Zhuang He he was not yet twenty, he rarely fully exposed his body—perhaps lacking confidence. But with Gu Chen, he apparently didn’t have this problem.

She sat beside Jiang Yuan. He lit a cigarette for her. It was completely dark outside. Beyond the window were towering buildings flashing dazzling neon lights, with streams of colorful cars flowing on the elevated highways.

“My sister, the one who came last month,” Jiang Yuan said, “the moment she got off the train she asked me where Beijing’s center was, to take her to see Beijing’s center. I took her to Tiananmen, the Forbidden City, and the Drum Tower, but she was still a bit disappointed when she left. Now I think I should have brought her to a windowsill like this, pointed down below, and said, ‘Look, this is Beijing’s center.'” He exhaled smoke. “I wish I’d known you earlier.”

She pulled the ashtray over: “Why did you approach me?”

“I told you already, said it the first time we met.”

“Hm?”

He pointed to the cigarette in her hand: “I follow the light of fire.”

He laughed and took her hand: “The bed is very comfortable. I want to sleep for a while—is that okay? I barely slept last night.”

They lay down. He used her arm to encircle himself, curling up in her embrace with his legs drawn up.

She closed her eyes for a while, and just as she was about to feel sleepy the phone rang. She pulled out her arm, jumped out of bed, and quickly picked up the receiver. There was some element of performance in this panic—she certainly hadn’t forgotten her intimate rival, and had thought about unplugging the phone. But she hadn’t done so.

“You have to drink with me a little tonight,” Gu Chen pleaded.

“Okay, in a bit,” she said, turning to glance back. Jiang Yuan hadn’t moved and was still sleeping soundly.

“Now, right now!” Gu Chen shouted. But she didn’t pursue it further and quickly fell into a confession mixed with memories. Zhou Mo had heard the part about making love in a car many times—maybe it wasn’t the same instance, but even if it was, it didn’t matter. She didn’t mind. She listened while reliving her earlier passion, unconsciously beginning to make comparisons. Recklessness and roughness obviously had more vitality. But that’s not the most important thing, she thought. What’s important is that my body is hot right now, my skin is burning—I can feel its existence.

Gu Chen started crying. She couldn’t hear Zhou Mo speaking anymore. Zhou Mo didn’t hang up—she put the receiver on the windowsill and returned to bed, pulling Jiang Yuan’s arm around her and burrowing into his embrace. Jiang Yuan moved a few times and opened his eyes.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked.

“Yes. I even dreamed.”

“What did you dream about?”

“I can’t remember clearly. It seemed like we were playing dice in a KTV room.”

“Playing dice? Who won?”

“I forgot. I just remember thinking about how to pull you closer to me.” He lowered his head and kissed her. “Mm, this distance is good now.”

She made a simple dinner with leftovers from the refrigerator, planning to send him away after eating. She didn’t intend to let him stay overnight—just thinking of him walking around the house in slippers and a bathrobe or standing at the basin shaving made her feel absurd. But Jiang Yuan showed no intention of leaving. After dinner, he suggested watching a DVD, then volunteered to bathe the cat. He kept finding new excuses, postponing his departure time. Until they discovered it was snowing outside again.

“Do you have alcohol? This kind of weather calls for drinking,” Jiang Yuan said, lying on the windowsill and turning his head.

“Then how will I drive you home later?”

“I can take a taxi, or wait until the alcohol wears off.”

“In the middle of the night?” She laughed.

“Just drink a little,” he pleaded.

Zhou Mo opened a bottle of red wine and put on a more cheerful record. Jiang Yuan didn’t hold his liquor well and was soon somewhat drunk.

“Come closer to me.” He pulled her over and began kissing her. They kissed for an entire song.

“Thank you,” he said. “Mm, I have to thank you. I’ve been in Beijing for several years, and today was the happiest day. It’s very warm here, like being at home. Can I consider this place home? Sorry, I might be being a bit presumptuous…” He lowered his head and drained the wine in his glass.

She felt somewhat at a loss and just held his hand.

“This feeling is especially good,” he said. “You know? Especially good…”

After drinking, Jiang Yuan slept very deeply. Zhou Mo lay beside him, thinking about many things. She wondered what Du Chuan’s reaction would be if he knew they were sleeping in the same bed. She also wondered if Jiang Yuan would be very sad if they never met again after this. She didn’t know how much time passed before she finally fell asleep. But not long after, he shook her awake.

“Get up quickly,” he said. “I’ll take you to see my paintings.”

“Now?”

“Yes, the snow has stopped.”

“It’s not even dawn yet.”

“During the day the studio belongs to my roommate.”

He pulled her up and put socks on her feet.

“This is crazy,” she shook her head.

They drove to his residence. At 4 AM, the streets were completely empty, with vast expanses of intact snow stretching endlessly.

A gallery owner had sublet him a warehouse for storing sculptures. He and another friend partitioned off two small rooms for sleeping, using the rest as their studio. The studio was his to use at night—he painted until nearly dawn, slept two or three hours, then got up to go to work.

It was cold as an icehouse there, with strong winds shaking the iron door, making creaking sounds. Seven or eight huge frames leaned against the wall. In the darkness, the thick oil paint on the canvases looked like congealed blood.

He turned on the light.

Exploded tombs. Split hills. Rivers on fire. Villages hanging upside down from cliffs.

She saw darkness, anger, and apocalypse. This was the world in his eyes. Different from what she’d imagined—she thought he would paint light, pretty things. But she should have known it wasn’t like that. She knew when they made love.

She walked to the wall, carefully examining details of the paintings.

“Very powerful,” she said softly.

“I told you,” he said. “I’m not a child.”

“I never thought you were.”

“Trust me, give me some time.”

“I trust you.” She went over and hugged him. This ambitious boy made her feel sad. She liked those paintings, though they exceeded her aesthetic range.

“Let’s go. You’ve been shivering,” Jiang Yuan said.

“It’s really too cold. How do you paint here?”

“Haha, I put on a military coat—I have two. Also light a stove, the kind that burns wheat straw, but it’s been blocked these past few days and I haven’t had time to clear it. Too much smoke, makes my eyes hurt.”

“Why don’t you change places?” She immediately realized she’d asked a stupid question.

He smiled: “Let’s go.”

The sky outside was already growing light. The warehouse was in the suburbs, surrounded by desolation. Several kilometers away was a newly opened subway station. He said he rode his bicycle there every day, then transferred to the subway. His bicycles kept getting stolen—this was already the fifth one.

He shook his head: “Why am I telling you all this?”

“Have you shown these paintings to Du Chuan?” she asked.

“He wouldn’t like them.”

“Why?”

“Because these paintings don’t have his ‘traces,'” he said. “Don’t you think he really likes influencing others?”

“I think you shouldn’t pass up any opportunities.”

“I entered a newcomer award competition. If I win, I’ll treat you to dinner.”

“Then I’ll start thinking about what I want to eat.”

“Don’t get your hopes up. We’ll see.”

They had breakfast at a tea restaurant. Before leaving, he asked when they’d meet next. She seemed somewhat perfunctory, saying she’d call. He wanted to kiss her but she pushed him away. “Not in public,” she said. But he still quickly leaned over and kissed her: “I want to see you soon.” He put on his coat, pushed open the door, and walked out.

She watched him cross the street through the glass window. He needed a new coat—the one he wore had many pills and wasn’t warm enough. But she immediately dismissed the thought of buying him clothes. All told, they had spent nearly twenty-four hours together. She hadn’t been with one person for so long in ages.

For the following week, Zhou Mo didn’t meet with Jiang Yuan. She filled her days completely: yoga classes, French lessons, films from Spanish Cinema Week. When Jiang Yuan texted, she would tell him what she was doing. They chatted by text, discussing recent good movies, the cat’s obesity, and Du Chuan’s new girlfriend. Jiang Yuan told her Du Chuan’s marriage existed in name only—he was recently dating a model in her early twenties. They talked about all sorts of trivial things, like the closest friends, but whenever Jiang Yuan asked which day they could meet, she would say she was too busy and had no time.

“Guess what I did today? I ruined my cousin’s wedding…” Gu Chen shouted over the phone. She had to hold the receiver away from her ear. “This isn’t my fault at all—who told them to prepare so much alcohol! And that host was really stupid, going on about true love and soulmates… Haha, I really couldn’t stand it, so I ran up and grabbed the microphone, then I said, ‘Let me tell you what true love is. My true love divorced his wife for me, but the person he married wasn’t me,’ hahaha, isn’t that hilarious…”

Zhou Mo wanted to hang up, but worried that if she did, Gu Chen would stop calling and find someone else to confide in. Those people would console her, pull her out of this abyss. She couldn’t allow them to do that. She had to personally watch over Gu Chen, ensuring she stayed obediently in this suffering.

On the thirty-first, Jiang Yuan invited her to celebrate New Year’s together. She hesitated, then declined. In the afternoon Song Lian called as usual to invite her out, and she suggested they come to her home for dinner.

It had been a long time since she’d invited people for dinner at home. There was a period when Zhuang He often brought colleagues home. She was enthusiastic about studying recipes and trying new dishes. But those colleagues were all boring, forever discussing real estate, stocks, and immigration at the dinner table. She listened glumly from the side, feeling she was really letting down the food before them. Later, she lost interest in cooking. When Zhuang He and his colleagues wanted to gather, she always suggested they eat out.

She made grapefruit salad, roast chicken, and Spanish paella. Qin Yu brought a bottle of after-dinner liqueur. The food was well-received—everything was eaten up. Her appetite was also surprisingly good.

“What did I tell you,” Song Lian said. “There’s no obstacle that can’t be overcome. You look much better now. Leave all the unhappy things in the old year. Let everything start fresh in the new year. Come, cheers!”

The phone rang—it was Jiang Yuan. She left her seat and went to the kitchen to answer.

“Happy New Year!” Jiang Yuan said loudly. “How are you?”

“Pretty good. Have you been drinking?”

“I’m downstairs at your building now.”

“Don’t come up,” she blurted out. “My friends are here.”

He laughed. “I’m joking. I just wanted to greet you. Okay, go back to what you were doing.” He hung up.

She returned to the living room carrying the cheesecake she’d baked at noon.

“Wow, dessert!” Song Lian clapped.

She sat down, watching Song Lian cut the cake into small pieces. She realized Song Lian was looking at her.

“Ah, sorry, I’ll get forks.” She stood up.

Qin Yu poured liqueur for everyone.

“This winery only produces a thousand bottles a year. I think it’s no worse than noble rot wine.”

“Only you would believe what wine sellers say,” Song Lian said.

“He’s my friend.”

“He’s still a wine seller.”

The phone rang again. She jumped up from her seat and rushed to the kitchen.

“Sorry, it’s me again,” Jiang Yuan said.

She gripped the receiver, temples throbbing.

“I thought you were different from them,” he said, “but I was wrong. You’re a hypocritical person who doesn’t follow her heart. You’re afraid your friends will laugh at you for being with me, right?” His speech was slurred, voice loud then soft, as if he’d drunk a lot and was walking in strong wind.

“It’s not like that,” she said.

“Admitting you like me makes you feel ashamed, doesn’t it?”

“No, it’s not. I just—” she said, “Have you ever thought about why you want to be with me?”

“I know what you want to say. You want to say I’m with you for some other reason. That’s right, I want a warm home like yours, want your help and support. But the premise of all this is that I like you. There’s nothing shameful about asking from someone you like. I would also dedicate everything I get to you. Every painting I make is dedicated to you. My success also belongs to you. Because we are one…”

“But the love I want isn’t like that.”

“Alright,” his voice was bitter. “I understand. Sorry, I won’t bother you anymore.” He hung up.

When she returned to the living room, Song Lian and Qin Yu were each looking at their phones.

“How’s the cake?” she asked.

“Great. It would be even better if it were chilled a bit longer,” Song Lian said.

“Really? Let me try.”

She ate the cake in front of her bit by bit with her fork. Tears fell without her noticing.

“What’s wrong?” Song Lian shook her arm.

“Nothing.” She sniffled twice and gave Song Lian an ugly smile.

“Whose call was that?” Song Lian asked.

“You know what, I don’t love Zhuang He anymore,” Zhou Mo said. “For a while, just thinking of him made me feel disgusted—I wished he would disappear from this world. But I really miss those days right after graduation when we rented an apartment in the suburbs. The roof leaked, there was no drain in the bathroom floor. On my birthday, we got drunk in the bathtub, water overflowed and flooded the entire hallway, the wooden floors were all soaked and rotted. The insurance company made us pay eight thousand dollars. Eight thousand dollars—what a concept! We thought we’d never be able to pay it back. We hadn’t found jobs yet, were already deep in debt, the future was completely bleak, nothing was certain. The only thing that was certain was that we would be together, facing this cruel world together.” She wiped tears from her cheeks. “I always feel that was real love, love without any impurities…”

“Darling, you’re really naive like a high school girl,” Song Lian said. “What love is without impurities?”

“I know, I know,” she murmured.

“If you ask me, I think love is—two people doing many things together,” Qin Yu said, quietly glancing at Song Lian.

“Mm, it’s a kind of companionship,” Song Lian also looked at him.

“Anyway, I don’t have much left to lose, right?” Zhou Mo smiled sadly.

The third day after New Year’s, Du Chuan called, saying he planned to hold a party at his newly built studio on Sunday and asked her to definitely come.

This invitation was a kind of providence, she thought. She knew she and Jiang Yuan couldn’t just cut off contact forever. But she didn’t tell Jiang Yuan, planning to give him a surprise.

She made a detour to buy a bouquet of flowers. By the time she reached Du Chuan’s place, it was already dark. She crossed the spacious courtyard, following voices to the dining room where both sides of a long table covered with white tablecloth were already full of guests. She hadn’t expected it to be so formal—Jiang Yuan probably wouldn’t be there. Somewhat disappointed, she took off her coat and sat down. Du Chuan introduced the guests to her one by one—there were businessmen and professors. He pointed to the girl beside him and said, “Xiao Shuang, my girlfriend.”

Zhou Mo smiled. She thought that before the divorce, Zhuang He had probably introduced Gu Chen to his friends just as openly.

A young boy came over to pour wine for her. She picked up her glass and was about to toast with the person next to her when she saw Jiang Yuan walk out from a door, carrying two plates that seemed to hold foie gras.

His expression was serious, as if he hadn’t seen her. He walked quickly to the table and placed the plates before the guests. She hadn’t recovered yet when he was already walking out for the second time carrying plates.

“The studio isn’t ready yet, so everyone please bear with us. Mainly this French chef happens to be in Beijing—it’s not easy to get him to come specially,” Du Chuan said.

Jiang Yuan walked toward this side expressionlessly. Zhou Mo lowered her head. She really hadn’t thought he would appear like this. But what did she think an assistant did? She had actually asked him, and he had said lightly, “Everything.”

He placed the plate in front of her. Though his movements were gentle, she could feel he was furious. She wanted to touch his arm with hers, give him some comfort. But he didn’t pause at all and immediately turned and walked away.

She had no mood to eat—the food on her plate was untouched. Before the main course, he came to take it away without asking if she wanted to eat more. The man next to her turned to talk to her. She could only respond with empty smiles, the corner of her eye constantly following Jiang Yuan’s movements.

After dessert was served, Jiang Yuan went into the kitchen and didn’t come out again. She poked many small holes in the lava cake, finished the wine in her glass, then stood up and walked out.

She burst into the kitchen abruptly. The French chef was chatting in simple English with the boy who had been pouring wine earlier. Jiang Yuan wasn’t there. She backed out, pushed open the door, and walked outside. Light from the large glass windows illuminated the outside, making the courtyard seem very bright.

Jiang Yuan stood under a bare wisteria tree smoking.

She stopped a few meters away from him.

“You came specially to see how I’m doing as a waiter, right?” Jiang Yuan said. “You’ve achieved your purpose. You can go now.”

“I didn’t know he would arrange it like this,” she said.

“Now you know.” Jiang Yuan dropped his cigarette and walked toward the other side of the courtyard. She followed behind him.

“Don’t follow me,” he said viciously.

He walked quickly to the other end of the courtyard, leaned against the wall, and lit another cigarette. She followed.

“Go inside,” he said, blowing smoke in her face. She raised her hand to touch his face but he shook it off. She reached out again and was swatted away once more. He suddenly pressed her against the wall. “What exactly do you want?”

She stared into his eyes without speaking.

He also looked at her, then hooked her head, pulled her toward himself, and began kissing her forcefully.

“Miss me?” he said, touching her earlobe with his lips.

He took her frozen hand and led her up the stairs in the corner of the wall to the rooftop platform. He took off his jacket and had her lie on it. For some reason, despite being so cold she nearly lost consciousness, she seemed to completely open herself. At the moment of climax, she saw a very bright star emerge from the clouds. Then she realized this was on a rooftop platform. The platform she had always wanted.

Zhou Mo decided to try. Try being with Jiang Yuan. She didn’t have much, but if she could help him, she would be very willing to do so. Maybe in the end he would still leave her, but she didn’t want to think about that now. She just wanted to enjoy the present happiness. The next afternoon, she called Jiang Yuan:

“What are you doing?”

“Picking up a client at the airport,” he said. “The flight’s delayed, so I’m circling the terminal.”

She was silent for a while: “When you finish that batch of wheat straw, don’t buy more.”

“Hm?”

“Didn’t you say you liked my place? Move in.”

“Oh—” he said, “seeing that I did well as a waiter, you’re planning to give me a part-time job?”

“Yes, but you have to bathe the cat every week.”

“Okay, any other requirements?”

“Start work before the weekend, or I’ll find someone else.”

“No problem,” he paused. “Can I ask who that someone else is?”

When Gu Chen called that evening, Zhou Mo didn’t answer. The red light on the answering machine blinked persistently, then finally went out. She sat in the darkness, staring at it the whole time. Gu Chen must be having a hard time tonight, but there would eventually come a day when they each went their separate ways. Life was long—one still had to pull oneself together. Being in love seemed to make her kinder, finally able to forgive this woman who was no longer her rival. She made a decision. Decided to release the imprisoned Gu Chen.

At dawn, she sent Gu Chen a text message. She wrote down Zhuang He’s address.

Saturday afternoon, Jiang Yuan moved in with five or six cardboard boxes. In the days before, she had rearranged the home, had property workers move furniture, and cleared out a room for him to use as a small studio. Of course, he still needed a larger one. A friend had recommended a place, and she planned to go look at it with him next week. But a small studio was still needed—he could sketch and do research. This way sometimes he could work at home and eat her freshly cooked meals.

As soon as Jiang Yuan arrived, she pulled him to see the room. She had decorated it beautifully, with an antique bookcase he liked, a Le Corbusier lounge chair by the window—newly bought—where he could nap in the sun. There was also a solid long table with gentians she’d bought that morning in the vase. Jiang Yuan hugged her and couldn’t speak for a long time.

Before dark, they walked hand in hand to the nearby market. Jiang Yuan picked out a sea bass, bought ribs, lotus root, and small round mushrooms to cook her a meal.

“What can I do?” she asked, standing at the kitchen door.

“Set out the chopsticks?”

She found two candles, laid out the tablecloth, and added some logs to the fireplace. There was still plenty of time, so she applied a little lipstick in the mirror. Her gaze swept over a bottle of nail polish in the corner—bought long ago, she always thought she’d use it for some occasion. She sat on the sofa and began applying it. She remembered it as dark orange, but didn’t expect it to be so bright.

The phone rang. She picked up the phone with her fingers splayed. It was Zhuang He’s brother Zhuang Xian. The receiver was a bit far from her ear, the voice particularly thin, as if coming from the horizon. But she could hear clearly what he said.

Zhuang He was dead—it happened this morning. Someone saw Gu Chen go to his residential complex early in the morning, waiting by his car. Surveillance footage from the underground garage showed they had a violent argument. Gu Chen slapped Zhuang He twice. When Zhuang He tried to drive away, she forcibly opened the car door and jumped in. Twenty minutes later, that car crashed through the guardrail and fell from the elevated highway.

The accident was mostly due to their argument in the car, but it was also possible that Gu Chen was determined to die—police found several bottles of sleeping pills in her apartment.

“I’ll tell you when the funeral home is set,” Zhuang Xian said. After a pause without hanging up, he said, “I told him long ago to stay away from Gu Chen. That woman is crazy.”

She hung up the phone and looked down to see her red nails, startled. Like blood. She touched them—they weren’t dry yet. She frantically wiped them off, getting them all over her hands and clothes. Then she became quiet. A painful feeling rose from somewhere deep in her body. Many scenes from the past flashed before her eyes, faster and faster. She kept sweating, her head aching as if it would split.

When she became conscious, she found Jiang Yuan holding her. She was still sitting on the sofa, but time seemed to have passed for a long while, as if it were already deep night. She told him Zhuang He was dead—it happened this morning. Then she talked about Gu Chen, about their phone calls. She kept talking, her lips trembling more the more she spoke, every word that came out was broken.

Her eyes kept staring at the photo on the wall in front of her. The frame seemed a bit crooked. She thought hazily that she’d have to rehang it tomorrow. Then she realized that tomorrow she might lose this apartment. Lose those things she had taken for granted and thought trivial. Lose the freedom she thought she held in her hands.

She suddenly stopped and said no more. In the darkness, she heard wind sweeping through treetops, heard snow falling to the ground, heard fire splitting wood. Jiang Yuan seemed to have fallen asleep. She felt his arm gradually sliding down, then as if afraid of falling from the treetop, he hugged her tightly again. She held her breath, not daring to move at all.
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