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STORY OF THE SLUMS

Part One

I live in the slums. I didn’t settle firmly on one place to live. I could stay
anywhere as long as it had a stove. This area produces coal: all the homes
used coal to keep fires burning at night. I just lay in a corner of the kitchen
stove to keep warm. I was afraid of the cold at night.

At the bottom of the steps was a large expanse of lowlands. The slums
were in this low-lying land. It was torture for people to live here. Even
children were disturbed at night—so much that they couldn’t sleep. They
would cry out in fear, spring out of bed, and run out the door barefoot. They
would run and run in these confined alleys, because if they stopped, they’d
be frozen stiff. Their parents had to wait until daylight to go out and bring
them back. These parents were all skinny and very dark. One could see only
the two whites of the eyes swiveling in their faces. I observed that they
seldom slept at night; they just lay in bed and dozed. And even though they
were only dozing, they dreamed a lot. Not only did husband and wife
converse in dreams, neighbors also conversed through the flimsy walls
woven of thin bamboo strips. From what I overheard, I was sure they were
dreaming. Sometimes they argued in dreams, or fought, but they didn’t
come into physical contact with each other. They brandished their fists in
the air.

I forgot to comment on the houses. The houses were rowhouses, attached
to one another. Was it out of fear that these people built their houses this
way? As I saw it, one could live in any of these homes and actually be
living with everyone. Each home had a main entrance, but there weren’t
many windows in the rooms inside, and the windows were small and dark.
In the winter, I couldn’t quite remember which homes had stoves and which
didn’t. If I made a mistake and entered a home without a stove, the children
in that home would pull on my feet and refuse to let me leave. I would
struggle so hard to break loose that the skin on my feet would be scraped.



The families without stoves probably ate their food raw, and that’s why they
were so wild.

I got acquainted with the house mice during the daytime. During the day,
the houses were much lighter than at night. Hearing something gnawing
bones, I thought it was the cat. I jumped down from the hearth and ran over
to have a look. Ah, it wasn’t the cat; it was a house mouse—twice as large
as ordinary house mice. Damn, it was chewing the old man’s heel! I saw the
white bones, but no blood. The house mouse was excited, chewing loudly—
kakaka—as if nibbling the world’s most delicious bones. I knew this old
man well. He was raising two pigs behind the house. The pigs were
squealing with hunger in their pen. Could he have died? I circled around to
take a look at him in bed. He hadn’t died. He was fiddling with his glasses.
He generally sat in the doorway wearing these glasses and looking at the
design on a piece of paper that he held up to his face. He looked at it for a
very long time. If his heels had been gnawed off, how could he go out and
feed the pigs? At last the house mouse ate its fill and turned around. He
gave me a slight nod of his head, and at the same time his protruding
tummy hit the floor with a thump. I was very curious, wondering how he
could still burrow into a hole. This room didn’t have such a big hole, and
the house mouse didn’t burrow into any hole. Instead, it lazily circled the
room once, as though in pain from overeating. When I thought of what he
ate, I wanted to throw up. After circling the room, he felt sleepy from his
meal and dozed along the wall. He paid no attention to me.

The old man sat up in bed, about to bandage his heel with a rag. He had
prepared the rags earlier for this purpose. He made a lot of noise tearing up
cloth. He seemed to be strong. He kept wrapping his foot until it was
encased in one large package. The pigs squealed more and more insistently.
They were on the verge of leaping out of the pen. He got out of bed and
stepped on the floor without putting a shoe on his injured foot. He went
outside to feed the pigs. What was this all about? Why did he let the house
mouse bite his heel? Was there a tumor in there and he was letting the house
mouse perform surgery? What admirable willpower!

When I looked at the house mouse again, I noticed he was even more
swollen. Even his legs had thickened. Was this because he had eaten
something toxic? He was asleep. I felt oppressed. With a heavy heart, I
walked out the door for some air. Winter had passed, and the children
playing outside didn’t want to go home. Some slept next to the road. Their



parents weren’t worried about them, either, and let them sleep outside as
much as they wanted. The children didn’t have to do anything, anyhow.
Aside from running around, all they did was sleep. Some probably couldn’t
even distinguish between day and night. And they didn’t care. They cared
about only one thing: the arrival of the wheelbarrows. Wheels creaking, the
wheelbarrows carrying food passed through from small alleys. The children
ran up, each one leaping onto a wheelbarrow—sitting with high and mighty
expressions on top of the flour. The wheelbarrow operators from other
provinces smiled a little and didn’t shoo the children away. People said they
came from the icy, snowy plains. When they unloaded the flour, the children
ran off. The frowning adults opened their doors and feigned lack of interest
in the food. “What’s the weather like in the north?” they asked the men
pushing the wheelbarrows. “There’ll be one more cold snap.”

Generally speaking, I didn’t live very long in any one home, lest they
consider me a member of the family. Still, as soon as I appeared, they took
note of me. They placed leftover food on the hearth, and I ate it in the still
of the night. In great contrast to the house mice, I always felt ashamed of
eating. I ate quietly, doing my utmost to make no sound. In fact, I still ate
greedily, even licking the dishes clean. All the families treated me fairly:
whatever they ate, they would leave some for me. Of course it was always
leftovers. What kind of thing did they think I was? I rarely heard them talk
about me. They merely spoke briefly, indicating their awareness of me:
“Here yet?” “Yes.” “Eaten?” “Everything.” They were very aware of me,
but they didn’t want to say so. To me, their brief conversations in the dark
were as loud as thunder. It took a lot of strength for me to jump from the
floor to the hearth. Noticing that, they placed a short stool next to the stove.
They were so considerate of me that it weighed on my mind. I mustn’t get
too close to them, and I especially didn’t want to be drawn into their family
disputes. What I mean is the children’s roughhousing at around midnight.
What kinds of demons were frightening the children? Did they think
demons were hidden inside their home? And so they felt safe when they
stayed outside? At such times, the mother would stand at the open door and
say repeatedly, “Come back, my dear. Where can you flee to?” The
mothers’ legs were all shaking. Were they awake?



I had climbed the steps many times in the past, intending to get away from
this confusing place. The sun was so radiant that it would crack the tender
skin of my back. I actually had no shadow on the highway. Oh! My mouth
and tongue dry, I walked and walked on the blacktop road. All I could think
of was finding a dark place where I could rest and drink some water. But
where was there any dark place in this city? The outer walls of buildings
were made of glass, and the roofs were metal. When the sun shone on them,
it was like fire. People moved soundlessly in the rooms. Although they
wore something like clothing, I could see their innards and their bones. I
pushed a glass door open and went in—and immediately felt as if I had
walked into a large furnace. The surging waves of heat would dry out all the
fluids in my body. I hurriedly turned and ran toward the door. Just then, I
ran into him—that house mouse. The house mouse was holding the door
watchfully, as though ready for battle. His hair was glossy and his eyes
shining. He apparently had been born especially for this glass house. I
recalled how he had gnawed the old man’s heel, and I didn’t dare cross
swords with him. Pretending nothing was wrong, I walked away. But how
could I feel that nothing was wrong? All of my skin was going to fall off.
Many echoes resounded in this hallway. I was dizzy from the vibrations. I
mustered my last bit of courage to look up. Ah—I saw . . . I saw that dream
—the dream that was behind all other dreams at night. I began crying. But
my two little eyes were dry. I had no tears. Would I die soon? People
walked back and forth constantly in the hall: they were transparent.
Sometimes, they brushed past me, and I smelled their dry, clear fragrance
and sensed that these people’s bodies contained no fluids. And so they
didn’t have to worry about drying out. I was very smelly. Though I was
going to die soon, the stench from my body kept assailing my nose. Just
then, I heard the door: it was the house mouse opening it. I stumbled out as
fast as I could. The house mouse looked scornful. How had such a short,
tiny mouse managed to open the door?

It was much better outside. Although I was being sun-dried, the
temperature was much lower. A midget gave me a popsicle. I finished it in a
few bites. Along the blacktop and cement roads, there were only glass
houses like furnaces. I had no place to hide. Passersby wearing black
clothing walked past in a hurry. They looked composed, and no one was
perspiring. You could almost say that a chill passed through their gazes. I
also remembered those people in the glass houses. Were they a different



species or did they become transparent when they entered these houses? An
old saying came to mind: “Rich and poor live in different worlds.” I had to
go down the steps. I had no way to stay up here.

Walking with my head down, I ran into a passerby. That person stumbled
over me and slowly fell. Rolling his eyes toward the sun, he said, “It’s cold,
so cold.” He didn’t want to get up. What was he thinking about? I couldn’t
keep watching him, for I had to hurry along. Otherwise, I’d fall as he had.
Behind me, that person shouted, “You’re so ugly!” Was I ugly? I didn’t
know. It was a novel thought.

Ah, I was home! Good. First I went to the old man’s slop basin and
dunked myself, moistening my skin. It was really comfortable and relaxing!
But why were the two pigs howling incessantly? Had something urgent
occurred again? I walked into the old man’s room; he was bandaging his
foot. His grandson was sitting next to him making a fuss, asking to see the
old man’s wound. That thin little boy was furtive, and I had never had a
good impression of him. As soon as the old man started bandaging his foot,
the boy ripped the bandage off and rolled around on the floor. He said if he
wasn’t allowed to look at it, he’d kill himself. Finally, the old man finished
bandaging the wound and stood up. He went to feed the pigs. The boy sat in
a dark spot, his eyes wide open. What was he looking at? Hey, he crawled
under the bed. Was he hiding? I heard the old man pouring feed into the
trough and heard wheelbarrow operators passing in front of the house.
Today this home was making me feel insecure. I needed to find a different
place to rest. With that, I left quietly and slipped into the home across the
street.

This family didn’t raise pigs, but it did have an emaciated black goat tied
up behind the house. It was gnawing a radish. What did they usually feed
him? The black goat sized me up and stopped nibbling on the radish.
Although his feet were tied and he couldn’t walk even a few steps, he didn’t
feel at all inferior. His bright gaze was such that I began feeling inferior. I
thought of the food that people ordinarily prepared for me—all set out
nicely in dishes, but they gave him only a small radish that was no longer
fresh. Was it this that he was proud of?

The man of the house filed keys by the light of a lamp. A small vise was
on the table. He filed very quickly, and the bright lamplight shone on his
savage face. He was like a ghost. The keys he had filed were packed into a
wooden box. There may have been several hundred keys. What locks did



these copper keys open? I hadn’t seen these locks. Perhaps there weren’t
any. The room smelled of sulfur, and I began sneezing—one sneeze after
another. Mucus dripped into my mouth. Finally, I grew used to it. I didn’t
go up to the stove. I just squatted on a stool and rested. Just then, I heard the
man talking with his wife. She was sitting in a dark spot trimming
vegetables to cook. Her voice was faint. At first, I didn’t see her.

“I bent down and picked it up. Who cares what it was? I just brought it
back.” Her voice was a little exultant.

“You did the right thing,” the man said, in a low muffled voice.
“I used to walk very far, as if a ghost were pulling on my feet.”
“That ghost was me, wasn’t it?”
“The rooms are full of these things.”
“It’s good to go back and forth among them.”
“The thing! Very, very scary! One year, after I brought one back from

Long County . . .”
All of a sudden, they stopped talking. And the man stopped filing.

Something puzzled me: Were these two people talking in their dreams? Not
long before, I had heard them talking about this in their dreams. What were
they doing? They were listening closely to that goat. The goat apparently
was ramming the wall outside—time after time. Had the rope snapped?
This couple was evil. After ramming the wall for a while, the goat stopped.
Perhaps it was injured. The man resumed filing keys. The file made a
rasping sound against the copper. It gave me a headache. I was going crazy.
Holding my head, I dashed outside.

The hemp rope on the black goat’s foot had broken, but he hadn’t run
off. He craned his neck in the direction of the dark house. The goat was a
slave by nature; no matter what, he couldn’t leave his owner. Just then, the
woman of the house came out with a new rope coiled on her arm. The goat
wanted to run, but the woman clamped down on him with hands like iron
tongs. As he cried sorrowfully, his leg was tied up again. The rope was tied
on top of the old injury; I couldn’t bear to look at it. The woman returned to
the house, and the black goat seemed to lose all his energy. He lay torpidly
on the ground without moving. I couldn’t bear this scene. I squatted down
facing him. I wanted to bite the rope and break it for him. The rope was
new hemp and very strong. Still, my teeth weren’t bad, either. I squatted
there, biting and daydreaming. I imagined I was guiding the black goat to
escape to the east end of the slums where there was an empty pigpen.



People had once raised a spotted pig there, and then it died of poisoning. He
and I could take refuge there and depend on each other. Wherever I went, I
would take him along and not let him sink into slavery. As I was thinking
this, I was hit hard on the head and nearly fainted. He had kicked me with
his free leg. I hurt so much I couldn’t even describe it. I rolled around in the
mud for a long time. When the pain subsided a little and I held my head and
moaned weakly, I noticed the black goat standing there as if nothing had
happened. This guy was extremely wicked. How could this kind of animal
be raised in the slums? Hard to say. Weren’t there also the house mice? If
one had no contact with them, one wouldn’t know how ruthless they were.
Really, he was standing there basking in the sun as if nothing had happened.
Now and then, he also took a few bites of that small smelly radish. He was
as complicated as the couple inside the house: there was no way to tell what
was in his mind.

Something poked me from behind. It was the midget. Didn’t the midget
belong to the world above? How had he gotten down here? “I took the
elevator down,” he said. “It’s great because it allows me to be above and
below at the same time. Hey, your skin is too white.” Was my skin white?
My skin was khaki colored. Why did he speak such nonsense? Let me
think. That’s right, he was color blind. Maybe people living in glass houses
were all color blind. The midget and the black goat glanced at each other. I
thought they were communicating. Maybe I was too jittery. “My parents
were living down here,” he said. I was surprised to hear this. If he was from
here, how come I had never seen him around? “Because I’m in the elevator.
Ha-ha!”

The midget called me “Rat.” I wasn’t at all happy with this form of
address. How could I be considered a rat? I was much larger than a rat. He
let me go inside with him. The man and his wife had disappeared, and the
house was quiet. I started sneezing again. The midget said, “The master
always sprays disinfectant because he’s so afraid of dying.” Then the
midget suddenly made a weird sound and fell face upward on the floor. I
bent down to look at him and discovered that his ankles were padlocked to
the feet of the table. Who had done this? Under the table was the wooden
box containing the several hundred keys that the man had made. I shifted
the box to a spot in front of the midget. He sat up and tried to unlock the
padlock with the keys. This room was making me very jittery. If it weren’t
for the black goat outside bleating twice, I would almost have thought that



he was the one playing tricks. The midget stepped up his pace, growing
more and more impatient. He had already thrown dozens of keys on the
floor. I became vaguely aware of something. I had to get out of here right
away.

I ran outside, and bumped into the old man. The old man was just the
same—one foot bandaged with dirty rags and a cane in his hand. The
difference was that quite a lot of blood was spattered on the pant leg of his
good leg. He pointed at the house and told me to go inside and take a look. I
pushed the door open carefully. I had barely looked inside when I became
so frightened that I shot out. What was I afraid of? Nothing was inside—
only an empty room. Even the furniture had been moved out. The old man
came over and said, “The key. It’s here.” What key? I didn’t get it. He went
on, “The key you’re looking for. Ayuan has it.” I peered in again. I didn’t
see his grandson. Leaning on his cane, he crossed the street. Was he going
to see the midget?

I walked on—walked a long way. In the slums, the sun always came out
suddenly and withdrew suddenly. Everything was dreary here—I mean
outside the houses. The houses were generally dark inside. That was okay
when one got used to the darkness. A child was lying sound asleep beside
the road. He was a little like Ayuan, but he wasn’t Ayuan. Then who was
he? I especially noticed his bare ankles where he was scarred from having
been scraped by something. Wasn’t it a rope? I pushed his head, and he spat
out a string of names of flowers. Then he laughed. A piglet ran up—the
spotted pig that the old man was raising. The piglet smelled the boy and ran
off. The boy laughed even louder. Was it a laugh? Gagagaga—it didn’t
sound much like a laugh. Did he belong to the nearby home? The door to
this home was open. I went in.

All of a sudden, I felt sleepy and climbed up on the stove to sleep.
Before long, the man came in and lit the fire. He was a butcher with a long
beard. He pulled fiery red tongs out from the fire and waved them in front
of me. The tongs brushed against the hair on my chest, and I smelled the
charred odor. Just as I was wondering whether he would burn me to death,
he tossed aside the tongs and sat down on the floor. In the room in front, his
children were singing. A children’s chorus suddenly rose from that room. It
was as if doomsday were coming. I looked at the butcher again; his beard
was quivering. What scary memory had taken hold of him? I jumped down
from the hearth. He didn’t move. It was as though he hadn’t seen me. When



I slipped over to the room in front, the children had already left. I saw only
a girl’s back. I thought, Did the butcher’s daughter dream every night of hot
blood spurting from the sheep’s neck? Was that why she sang children’s
songs? Who was poking me in the back? Hey, it was the midget again. He
had finally unlocked the padlock. He said, “Look, he’s here, too.” The child
who looked like Ayuan slid in. And then—bang!—the butcher bolted the
door! The three of us were locked into the room. The little boy’s weeping
was muffled. The midget covered the boy’s mouth with his palm and tried
to calm him down. I wanted to cry, too, because I remembered the fiery red
tongs. What was the butcher doing in the kitchen? Finally, the little boy
stopped crying, and the midget said, “I’m really happy.” Maybe he was
happy to see that we were done for, whereas he would soon be saved by the
elevator. Now he was holding the boy and sitting on a chair. The child
whimpered a little, his shoulders heaving. All of a sudden, I remembered:
he was the one who gave me a popsicle when I was in the furnace-like area
above. He was really a nice person.

The butcher never did show up. The little boy (the midget called him
Drum) was being held by the midget and talking in his sleep. He said he
was the elevator, and all the people here had to rely on him. Without him,
they couldn’t live. He was bragging in his dreams, and the midget chimed
in. The midget said, “That’s true, that’s true, you cute little boy.” All of a
sudden, Drum broke free of the midget and scratched the midget’s face with
something. The midget fell over. Drum held up the thing, which kept
flashing light. I was finally able to see it: it was a copper key. The midget
moaned on the floor and kept saying softly, “Oh, Drum. Oh, Drum.” How
could a key have so much harmful power? I thought of the man who filed
keys. He was a taciturn man with a lined face. His hands were like an old
tree’s roots. I had seen him break quite a large file! Holding up the key,
Drum walked toward me. I considered hiding, but didn’t. I wanted to see
exactly how much harmful power this little thing had. But what happened
next surprised me. Drum handed me the key and motioned to me, indicating
that he wanted me to stab him with the key. The key was large, much like a
small knife. I stood there at a loss. We heard the butcher roaring in the
kitchen, as though enraged. Was he pressuring us?

When I was on the verge of stabbing Drum in the neck with the key, he
took hold of it and thrust the key into his neck himself. Blood spurted out,
and he collapsed weakly on the floor next to the midget. Nauseated, I turned



and vomited. Just then, the butcher opened the kitchen door and entered. He
was holding the fiery red tongs. He raised the tongs in front of me, and I
hastily dodged away. And so I once more smelled my scorched hair. “Oh,
Rat. Rat, this is a rare opportunity,” he said. This was so annoying. He was
also calling me rat. He opened the main door, carried the midget out, and
threw him out next to the street, and then returned for Drum. He carried him
out, too. Then he bolted the door again. I thought he intended to come and
deal with me, too, but he didn’t. After a while, those two guys rammed
against the door, desperately wanting to enter. How had they recovered
from their injuries so quickly? They were so strong that they were about to
ram the door open. Taking advantage of my being distracted for a moment,
the butcher jabbed me in the chest several times with the fiery tongs. At first
I shook all over, and then I fainted. In my confusion, I saw myself on a
burning mountain. The fire was burning my whole body, but I didn’t feel
any pain. And I actually thought that I’d be fine after the fire burned out.
There was a mountain across from me. It was on fire, too. Children were
singing in the fire. Why did the voices sound familiar? That’s right! They
were the butcher’s daughters—who else could they be? Their singing was
so beautiful! I looked at myself: ah, my legs had been burned off! I couldn’t
move now. Wasn’t this what he had whispered to me? “Oh, Rat. Rat, this is
a rare opportunity.” He had pushed me, too, not letting me fall completely
asleep. But I was afraid. I closed my eyes and fell asleep regardless.

When I woke up, I saw a large gray eye gazing at me. That was the
butcher’s daughter. Her eyes were asymmetrical: one was large, one small. I
considered this large eye indescribably beautiful, so I never thought of her
eyes being asymmetrical. She looked desolate: Was this little girl worried
about me? When I moved, intending to touch her, she moved away a little. I
was disappointed. “You—what are you?” she asked, her tone so desolate
that I almost shed tears. I came to her home frequently: Why did she ask
such a question? Was it my manner that made her feel desolate? Not until
then did I take stock of myself. I was fine. Nothing had changed. Ah, one of
my feet had a burn mark, but that wasn’t remarkable. I had just lost a little
hair there, that’s all. What was I? Was this a decent question? I came to
their home year after year. I stayed on the stove, and the butcher always
treated me to delicious animal innards. After eating, I dozed on the stove. I
was always drowsy when I stayed with this family and so I’d never gotten a
good look at these girls. When they worked quietly in the kitchen, I thought



they had never paid any attention to me. Now it seemed I was wrong: they
had not only noticed me: they had also talked about me. Otherwise, why
would she have asked that question just now? It seemed she still expected
something of me. I asked myself again, What was I? But I didn’t know.
How could I dispel this pretty little girl’s inner desolation? I didn’t dare
make eye contact with her, for if I did I would start crying. “I’m the third
child, the youngest,” she said suddenly. “Dad’s in the back nailing together
a wooden cage.”

Before I grasped what she had said and became aware of what was
happening, a black net covered me from the head down, entwining me.
Someone was pulling me to the back of the house. At one side, the girl said
excitedly to that person, “Are you going to throw him into the well?” I had
no way to struggle. I simply could not move.

But the place where they threw me was definitely not the well. It was
simply the small alley behind their home. Wrapped up in that fishnet-like
thing, I couldn’t move, and the small alley ordinarily was deserted. They
evidently meant for me to die here. What could I do? It would soon be dark,
and night in the slums was always cold. I curled up. I heard the butcher’s
daughters singing once again. I could tell that the one singing most
resoundingly was the girl who’d been with me just now. It was so cold, so
cold. My burned foot was numb. I uttered a shrill scream. Perhaps the
people inside heard me, for the singing stopped and then resumed. Listening
closely again, I could hear the dreariness of the songs. Captivated by the
singing, I temporarily forgot the cold. As my mind wandered a little, the
cold slashed my skin again like little knives. Perhaps all of my skin had
swollen. I hoped my skin would soon be numb. What else could I hope for?
I thought of the midget and Drum. Were they still in that room? Or had they
been thrown out just like me? What kind of lives did the butcher and his
three daughters live?

I could see a ball of light through the net: it was people passing by with
lanterns. “Why do they always throw their prey out on the street?” the one
holding a lantern grumbled to his companion. They stopped when I
squealed. Above me, they talked in low voices, hesitating about something.
The first one to speak raised his voice suddenly: “How long has it been
since we’ve passed through here?” The other one replied, “Fifteen years.
Back then, it always rained at night, and icicles more than a foot long hung
from the rafters. Now it’s a lot warmer. Why does he still make noise?” As



they talked, they squatted down and freed me from the net. I lay on the
ground, because I was numb all over and couldn’t move. What was going
on? I realized that two people were helping me, but I didn’t see them. There
was just that lantern all alone on the ground. It shone on the netting. Now I
could see that the netting that had entwined me so strongly was actually thin
and small, made from something that was a little like the membrane on
some animals. I squealed again. I was thinking I would regain
consciousness by squealing. Just then, the butcher’s little girl opened the
door. I heard her greet the two people. She was wearing a cape. She looked
very valiant and heroic in bearing. But I couldn’t see the two people. They
went in and took the lamp with them. All around, it turned dark once more.

I tried to roll over. With a scream that took all of my energy, I was finally
able to move. I rolled to the corner of the wall of the butcher’s small house.
It wasn’t as cold here as in the other place just now. I slowly recovered a
little feeling. I could hear the conversation in the house very clearly. I heard
the three girls fighting over who could kiss the two men whom I couldn’t
see. They were swearing and making an uproar. Then the little girl probably
hurt her two older sisters with some kind of sharp object. The two older
girls let out frightening wails. But soon it was quiet inside again. Had the
little girl achieved her goal? With a creak, the door opened a little and the
lamp emerged. Looking malicious, the little girl stood at the entrance.
Sparks of electricity flashed from her large eye. The lamp floated in midair
and gradually moved far away. Finally it disappeared in a corner in the
west. All of a sudden, the girl bent toward me and said, “Did you see it all?
You little thing, you did see it all! Hey, I suffer too much hardship in my
life, don’t I?” She covered her face with her hands and began crying. After
crying for several seconds, she suddenly stopped and said fiercely, “Did I
cry? No! I never cry. Just now, I was laughing! I laughed so hard!” She
picked me up with both hands, lifted me to her shoulder, and carried me
into the house. Throwing me onto the stove, she walked away. I saw the
butcher sitting indifferently on a wooden stool and smoking a cigarette.

I live in the slums. I was born here, and I grew up here. At night, I lodge
with a family that has a stove. In the daytime, I poke around everywhere
into people’s privacy. I know all kinds of secrets here, but I don’t



understand the mysteries of these secrets. On the outside, these secrets look
beautiful but terrifying. Is this why I’m always eager to poke around?

Part Two

I live in the tunnel under the slums in the lowlands west of the city.
When you come to the wall around the chemical plant, you see a long, long
staircase. At the foot of the stairs is our slum—a large area of simply
constructed houses squeezed together in rows. I used to lodge in other
people’s homes. Actually, I had stayed with all the families who had stoves
in their homes. And then, on a gloomy day, I stumbled into the tunnel. That
day, the owner had laced my food with poisonous mushrooms. Having
spotted this, I fled in a hurry—like a refugee. It was midnight, and
everyone’s house was locked. I didn’t dare knock on anyone’s door. As I
continued walking in the cold, I bumped into a mutt. This cur wanted to
kick me away. Frightened, I ran off, but the dog chased me. I ran as fast as
my feet could carry me, paying no attention to directions, and then fell,
confused, into the tunnel.

When I first fell in, I couldn’t adapt because it was too dark to see
anything. It was just like being blind. Everything was quiet at first, and then
I finally noticed that this was a delusion: many little critters were grubbing
around, chiseling endlessly. Strange to say, three people were sitting among
them, doing absolutely nothing; they just said a few words now and then. I
approached and listened closely: I heard a few vacuous empty words, such
as “After a house is built, one doesn’t have to live there. It’s better to live in
the wilderness.” Or “People, uh . . . People need to know themselves.” They
took turns repeating these two sentences. It wasn’t a good idea to move
around. I had to avoid bumping into any of these guys whose bodies
seemed iron-hard. I had to sit motionless on the ground. Somewhere above,
that cur still barked nonstop. Despite being far away, it was menacing. I
looked up and saw a hazy light. That’s where I had fallen from.

I squatted in the dark place, recalling what had transpired between the
master and me. In the afternoon, as I napped on the stove, he had passed by.
He patted me lightly on the back in a rather sentimental way. “Rat, ah Rat,
what are you thinking?” he said hoarsely. I hated his calling me rat, and I
despised his sentimental manner. I didn’t think this man was one bit
masculine. He often sat in the open doorway and washed his pale feet. He



was a narcissistic guy. I generally didn’t have my defenses up around
people, but this time I must have had a faint foreboding. Who would have
imagined that this person could be so sinister and ruthless? When he fried
the poisonous mushrooms, I was sitting on the pile of firewood next to him.
His hands shook, and his dejected, long face looked more wrinkled than
usual. At the time, I still thought he was going to poison the rat with the
mushrooms. It never crossed my mind that in fact I had become the “rat”
that he spoke of. The three poisonous mushrooms were buried in the bottom
of the rice. I saw them when I poked around in the rice. What in the world
was he thinking?! Did he think I would meekly eat them? I already knew
this man was mean—he had killed all the cockroaches in his home—but in
general he had been quite good to me. He was a widower. When I stayed
with him, instead of giving me the leftovers as the others did, he cooked for
both himself and me. I couldn’t figure out what had happened to cause him
to change. Maybe nothing at all. Maybe he was simply showing me how
ruthless he was. An asthmatic old man who stayed at home—how ruthless
could he be? Poison was a coward’s way. I knew, however, that just one of
these mushrooms could kill a person. So he was determined to kill me, and
I fled. This had happened in the afternoon. Now I sat in this hell awaiting
fate’s verdict. In my mind, a voice kept asking, What in the world
happened? I didn’t know. Really didn’t know. Everything was baffling. A
person passed by. Although I couldn’t see him, I could sense his weight as
he stepped in the mud. He stopped next to me and said, “After a house is
built, one doesn’t have to live there.” This man was annoying, and I got up
without a sound and moved away from him. It never occurred to me that the
moment I moved, he would push down on my back. He was strong. All I
could do was lie quietly on the ground. Words flashed through my mind:
People, uh. People need to know themselves. But I wasn’t a person. I
couldn’t speak.

He pushed me against the ground, but then his attention wandered and he
let go. Naturally, I slipped away at once. This place seemed to be a flat area
packed with little animals that were excavating. I kept bumping into them in
the dark. I knew they were small, but I had no idea what kind of animals
they were. One of them was stuck halfway down in the hole he was
digging. He screamed shrilly. I bent over and gripped one of his legs and
mustered all my strength to drag him out. It didn’t occur to me that he
would attack me insanely. Still, since I was several times larger than he was,



I quickly overwhelmed him. I pounded his head against the ground more
than a dozen times. I kept this up and then finally left him for dead. I was
afraid of running into those people again, so I wanted to hide or join the
ranks of the excavators. When I tried approaching the little animals, they
were hostile, as if telling me this was no place for me. They pushed me hard
and berated me mercilessly. I had nowhere to go. Every time I thought of
squatting and resting for a while, some guy would come over, lay claim to
my spot, and push me away. Why did they overreact to me? Frightened, I
looked up at that spot where the light came in. Listening closely, I could
still hear the cur’s barking. Maybe I should climb up and go back there. He
hadn’t bitten me, so how could I have imagined that he would bite me to
death? Now I regretted having acted so precipitately. Before giving it any
thought, I had simply fallen into a place where I didn’t belong. I had spent
so many peaceful nights on people’s stoves, and sure, maybe I was a little
nosy, but this couldn’t have been why I was kicked out. And probably the
poisonous mushrooms were meant only to scare me: he knew I was
cautious and wouldn’t just blindly eat whatever was placed before me. Alas,
there was no point in saying all this now.

Eventually I was surrounded. These little things that were as rigid as iron
collided with me time and again. They rammed my stomach, my face, and
my feet. I kept screaming hysterically. The more I screamed, the harder they
hit me. I nearly fainted from the pain. Then that person arrived, and the
little animals hid. He kicked my stomach and said, “He isn’t fit to live in
this wilderness.” Why did the man call this place a “wilderness”? Plainly, it
was a tunnel under the slums. If it were really a wilderness, why couldn’t
one see the sky? Whatever. Why should I care? I could tell from his voice
that he was the person who pushed me into the ground. I was too sore to
move. I didn’t dare move, either. If I did, he would push down on my back
again with his iron hands. “You can’t see,” he said. “This is an advantage
for us. You can’t see us. Why do you need eyes in this sort of wilderness?
Here you go—Enjoy your dinner”—a round thing rolled down my neck. I
grabbed it and took a bite. It was so peppery that tears streamed down my
face. It seemed like an onion, but not exactly like one. The person told me
that this was what the man of the house where I had lived had sent to me.
That bastard actually remembered me. Deep down, I hoped he would talk
more about the man, but he became distracted again. Whistling, he stood up
and left. I tried moving. All of a sudden, my pain vanished. Could it be



because of this onion? I shed tears as I nibbled the onion. I felt completely
satisfied. Oh, I had to do something: I would excavate! I dug quickly with
my front legs, and before long I had dug out a hole. I kept digging until I
was covered in mud. I hallucinated that I would dig something out. Each
time I dug down, I felt that thing bounce under my claws. What was it?
Come on, come out! Let me see what you are!

Digging and digging—each time, I sensed that something wanted to
emerge, but only mud came out. I had dug one hole, and the thing below
still lured me on. If I could, I would wedge myself into the earth to bring it
out. Just then, I remembered the little guy who was stuck in the hole he had
made himself. I had misinterpreted his scream. Actually, he had screamed
from pleasure, but I had thought he was distressed. What kind of precious
magical land was it that could attract so many animals to dig here! Did
digging eventually yield the thing they yearned for? And what were those
people doing here? Hadn’t one of them handed me the food my old master
sent? Perhaps a secret path led to the ground above. Oh, shit! One of those
animals was digging next to me. Uh-oh, he had broken through my hole. He
had come into my hole! This was a quiet guy. I touched him all over. I
actually touched stiff wings on his back. I had never seen such a strange
creature before. I pushed hard. I wanted to push him out, but he started
snoring. He actually fell asleep in my hole. Since my hole and his were now
connected, I took the opportunity to move over into his hole to take a look.
Ah, this thing had dug a tunnel—a tunnel within the tunnel. Were all these
guys doing the same thing? I didn’t dare go far. I sensed danger because I
heard suspicious sounds in the tunnel. Maybe the noise was made by other
little creatures digging somewhere nearby; maybe some things were lurking
there. Who knew? I felt my way back to my hole and stayed there with this
guy. I felt a little safer. Since falling down here, I had never felt safe.
Although digging had lured me, I really didn’t want to go any deeper. I
wasn’t an underground animal.

It wasn’t bad at all to squat in this hole with this thing that was sound
asleep. It was much better than staying out there being pushed and bumped
back and forth. I looked up and saw the light again. That place seemed to
have a door. The door opened, then closed. The hazy beam of light changed
subtly. Deep down, I felt homesick. Lying on the clean stoves had been so
comfortable, and never-ending adventure had filled the nights . . . Had the
slums thrown me out? But wasn’t this also part of the slums? Those people



just now—weren’t they in direct contact with the ones above? Just then a
terrible odor interrupted me: the thing was farting! This was no ordinary
odor—the fumes gave me a splitting headache. Utterly unnerved, I jumped
out of the hole. I wished I could kill this thing for giving off such a toxic
odor.

He woke up. Fluttering his bizarre wings, he flew about two meters into
the air. The fumes dissipated. I wanted to get away, but I either stepped on
someone’s foot or was prodded hard by another one: they wouldn’t let me
leave. That thing stopped for a while in midair and then fell into the hole
with a thump. Anyhow, he had finished farting and seemed to have resumed
sleeping. “Someone is really restless and can take wing in his sleep,” one
person said at the side. This person fanned himself—and washed his feet in
the wooden basin, just as my old master usually did in the past. “This is a
flying squirrel. Sometimes it digs underground. Sometimes it flies. But it
doesn’t fly more than three meters high, that’s all,” the person said while
swooshing the foot-washing water. This man’s actions made me suspicious:
What kind of place was this, anyway? Were there houses nearby? Pushed
and squeezed by the little animals, I’d better jump back into my earthen
hole. I felt a little drowsy and lay prone to rest on the flying squirrel’s back.
Touching those thin but rigid wings, I wondered whether I would dream
with him in midair if he flew again. I fell asleep. Before long, I heard my
old master call me, “Rat! Hey, Rat! Fly up here fast! Do you see me?” I
looked up and saw him in the light far away. I had no wings. How could he
ask me to fly? I wasn’t yet wide awake when the flying squirrel beside me
carried me up to midair. I lay prone on his back, feeling I had ascended to
the edge of paradise. He was really strong! But we soon descended into the
hole again. The flying squirrel had never awakened: he’d been snoring the
whole time. What a lucky little thing. “Underneath the hole is another hole.
Do you dare go down?” The speaker was the man washing his feet in the
wooden basin. “Ha-ha. The world above is the world below.” His piercing
voice made me very uncomfortable.

All of a sudden, I remembered something from my childhood. Back
then, I was close friends with a little girl in the family I stayed with. She
took me swimming in the pond. Before going into the water, she would say
very seriously, “You mustn’t go to the center because you might slide into a
vortex.” I didn’t understand what she was saying. We would linger at the
side of the pond, grabbing willow roots and smacking the water. The girl’s



name was Lan. She’d say, “If you want to escape, I can help you.” I really
disliked that kind of talk. Where would I escape to? I was quite comfortable
on the stove in her home. And I was so afraid of the cold. I would freeze to
death in the winter wilderness. Lan read my mind. She said, “You wouldn’t
have to escape to another place. We can do it right here.” I thought this was
nonsense. Remembering this, I sensed that she had known all along of the
underground secrets of the slums. Maybe all the children in the slums were
as precocious as she was. Those children had purposely fled from the
houses to be frozen stiff outside, hadn’t they? What bizarre ideas entered
their minds at midnight? Later on, the girl married someone from far away
and left the slums. I didn’t know if that was considered “fleeing.” At home,
she was a prim little child who was fearful all day long lest disaster befall
her. Her dad often joked that she “had been born in the wrong place.” Now
as I recalled her and her flight, I wondered if I was thought to have fled.
Was this the place she hoped I would reach? It was warm here, and with no
distinction between day and night you could sleep whenever you chose.
You didn’t need to climb up on someone’s stove. You just needed to dig a
hole and squat inside it so that others wouldn’t push you. And it was okay
without light when your eyes adjusted to the dark.

Damn, that man had poured his foot-washing water into my hole. I
jumped out in time, but the flying squirrel was asleep in the slop. He didn’t
care; he was still snoring. “He lives in his dreams,” the man said. I didn’t
like to get muddy, especially with his foot-washing water. It was disgusting.
How could the flying squirrel have been unaware of this? This foot-washing
person must have been a sadist. I felt I’d better move a little way away from
him. But when I started to leave, he chased me, shouting, “Where are you
going? Where? Do you want to get yourself killed?” He spoke so fiercely
that—once again—I didn’t dare move. I stood next to a large rock. The
little animals joined forces to push me, causing me to bump into the rock
again and again. Later all my bones were about to splinter, and I lay
motionless on the ground. That was when they stopped pushing me. I heard
the flying squirrel fly again into the air above. The person said, “Look at
him. He’s so calm. Is gracefulness learned? No, it’s innate.” The light—
even farther away now—had blurred. The flying squirrel flew past in the
dark. Maybe he was flying to another place. It must be great to have wings!
I had touched him. His body was much like mine. The wings must have
been a product of evolution. He slept and woke up whenever he wished, and



he stayed or flew away whenever he wished. What a natural and
unrestrained lifestyle this was! Now I understood what it meant to “live in
one’s dream.” How had he become so privileged? Even if I evolved more, I
probably couldn’t grow wings on my back. He was a different species. Then
what was I? People called me “Rat,” but I wasn’t an ordinary rat. I was
much larger. I was a maverick, a loner. I had only faint memories of my
parents and wasn’t interested in the opposite sex, and so I wouldn’t have
descendants. I was a thing that looked like a rat but wasn’t a rat. I was a
pilgarlic who had sponged off others on stoves in the slums and had
carelessly fallen into the tunnel under the slums.

I resumed digging the hole. The moment I started, all my paws tingled
with excitement. Keep at it, keep at it—something really wanted to come
out. Someone next to me was also digging. He dug and dug and all of a
sudden shouted “Oh, oh.” He must have dug far enough for the thing to
emerge. I wanted to do that, too. I couldn’t stop. I turned toward the left and
detoured away from the rock. My God—so many ants: I had struck an ants’
nest! Oh!! I jumped out of the hole and scratched and hit myself all over. I
wished I could pull my ears off. Those little things had bored into my body
by biting through my skin. This was much worse than death. As I was
feeling desperate, I heard the person say coldly, “You really need to take a
bath.” The water in his wooden foot-washing basin gurgled as he moved it.
Despite my nausea, I jumped into the basin headfirst. He pushed me down
with both hands and ordered me to swallow his foot-washing water. In a
daze, I drank quite a lot of it. Then he poured me out along with the water,
and shouted, “Go back to your digging!” He left. How could I still dig? I
kept bumping into the ground with my head. I thought to myself, “It would
be better to die! Better to die . . .” I rolled and rolled around on the ground.
After a while, a sudden thought came to me, and gritting my teeth, I started
digging again. This time, when I dug into the mud with my claws, I
distinctly sensed the little things passing through my claws to return to the
ground. I hadn’t been digging for very long when I began to relax. How
could this be? How? I felt afraid of this land.

I sat in my newly dug out hole, surrounded by the little animals that were
rushing about. I buried my head deep in the ground. I was afraid they would
bump into me. I didn’t dare dig again, for fear of getting mixed up with the
death-ants again. As I squatted down there, I heard a rumbling sound
coming from an even deeper spot. If I could concentrate, the sound was



clear, but if I relaxed a little, it was inaudible. While listening, I
remembered something that happened when I was sleeping in the
blacksmith’s home. The little boy there was called “Neighbor Boy.”
Neighbor Boy got up every day before daybreak. Without putting on a coat,
he pushed open the gate and went out to stand on the street. The blacksmith
and his wife shouted from their bed, “Boy, boy!” The hubbub made it seem
as if he had committed suicide. But why didn’t they get out of bed? I
walked to the door and saw Neighbor Boy standing there talking with
someone. “Do you hear me? Do you hear?” he asked worriedly as he
looked down, as if the other one were underground. He stamped his feet.
Over here, his parents also stamped their feet in bed, “Boy, boy!” They
were nearly crazy with worry. I didn’t know why I was thinking of
Neighbor Boy. I was emotional, feeling that I wouldn’t see this family
again. “You can’t hear me, but I can hear you,” a little girl (it seemed to be
Lan) said. Where was she? Why did she seem to be underground? She had
moved far away when she married, hadn’t she? “You can’t hear me, but I
can hear you,” she repeated. Ah, she was indeed underground! I lay down
and pressed my ear against the ground. I heard, not a rumbling sound, but
Lan talking in the silver-bell voice of a child. Was Lan still a child? Hadn’t
she married in a faraway village? The day she left as a bride, I’d seen her
carrying her favorite little stool. Although the voice was like a silver bell, I
couldn’t understand what she was saying because it wasn’t the local tongue.
Bored with her jabber, I sat up and stopped listening. A wheelbarrow passed
by, its wheel sounding like a child weeping. How odd that a wheelbarrow
was underground. Had it always been there or had it fallen in from the hole?
The wheelbarrow stopped beside me, and the person squatted down and
handed me two biscuits almost as smelly as the flying squirrel’s farts. But
once I had food, my stomach began rumbling with hunger. I hadn’t eaten
for a long time. I wolfed the food down. The person began laughing and
continued with his food deliveries. This place seemed to be a relatively
orderly society. Then what was it like at the greater depth where Lan was?

Finally, I calmed down and listened to the little girl Lan talk. When I lay
down in the bottom of the hole and planted my ear against the ground, I
could hear her voice. Now I heard her clearly. It wasn’t a rumbling sound,
nor was it a child’s bell-like voice. Rather, it was the voice of a fourteen- or
fifteen-year-old girl. It was the Lan I knew so well, the girl who had taken
me to play in the pond. Yet I still couldn’t say I understood her. I didn’t. I



seemed to understand every word of that dialect, but when I put them
together, I had no idea what she was saying. But now for some reason, I
wanted to listen to her. Maybe I’d gained patience because of eating the
smelly biscuits from the wheelbarrow, or maybe the voice brought back
memories of the good times we’d enjoyed together. In any case, I lay on the
ground absorbed in listening to her. How had she arrived where she was
now? Although it was dark, if I looked up I could see a shaft of light from
the opening to the hole. She must be in a world of total darkness. Damn.
What had she been thinking of when she went to that place to get married?
From her intonation, I guessed she was telling a story. Maybe it was about
the pond. As I listened, I recalled our friendship again. I felt I had fallen in
love with her.
I—a “rat”—had loved a girl?! I was stunned and hurriedly dismissed this
idea. I called out twice toward the deeper underground. My voice was thin,
like a child’s voice. I was unable, though, to speak as they did. When I
shouted, I merely intended to tell Lan that I had heard her and that I missed
her. No sooner had I stopped calling her than everything below turned
chaotic: many voices struggled to speak. It seemed they were all Lan’s
voice, and yet it seemed they weren’t—rather, it sounded more like a bunch
of women with foreign accents quarreling with each other. I took a deep
breath and raised my voice. I shouted again. Below, it immediately grew
quiet. After a few moments of silence, even more voices rose, louder and
louder.

“Rat has a future in his work,” the person went on. “After he learns our
ways, he’ll be able to shoulder certain responsibilities. He’s come here to
learn.”

He walked around next to me. I felt that he was talking to himself. Why?
What was he saying? I understood his dialect, but not what he meant. I
shifted my attention to him. Had he fallen down here? Or had he always
been here?

“From the shout he made, I knew I could place my hopes on him. Since
he had gotten in touch with those down there, I was sure he would shout
like this a few times every day. The air and meals here are good for him.”

He said I had gotten in touch with “those” down there. Then should I
continue digging down? Was someone using me, and if so why? It was even
noisier below; even the mud under my feet was vibrating a little. For some
reason, I didn’t want to dig the earth separating me from those women. I



was a little afraid. In my mind, I said, Lan, oh Lan, we’re together again.
Thinking this, I felt comforted. Each time the noisy struggle stopped, I
heard Lan say, “You can’t hear me, but I can hear you.” This was all I could
understand, but why did Lan want to say this? She didn’t seem to be talking
to me. Maybe she was talking with someone underground. The flying
squirrel flew over. I heard his wings flapping—Oh! He was so free. Lan was
imprisoned below. Yet when I heard her talking, I didn’t think she was a bit
upset. Instead, she seemed proud. I recalled again that she had talked with
me in the past about escaping. Maybe there were two kinds of escape—one
was to escape to the city center or run off to another province and disappear
in a boundless distant place. The other kind was like Lan’s method—to
escape below. Had she slid down from the vortex in the pond? Back then,
her dad had laughed at her for “being born in the wrong place.” Maybe he
had told her to come down. Lan was probably talking with her dad. A
person had arrived at such a deep underground, and yet could still hear
everything her family members were doing above. What was that like? The
women below grew quiet. Coo-coo-coo, like doves. Maybe they were going
to sleep. All of a sudden, Lan said sternly, “You can’t go there!” Her loud
voice startled me. And then it was quiet. I sat up. I heard busy sounds all
around, and that person’s chiding. That person—he was chiding as he
washed his feet. He was forever resentful of little animals for being too
lazy.

I kept thinking of what Lan had said. Where did she say one couldn’t go?
Certainly, this dark place hid frightening things. I’d have to be very
cautious. The incident with the ants was a good lesson. To avoid disaster,
I’d better just sit and not move. This newly excavated hole was my home.
Just when I was thinking of this, the person carried the wooden basin of
foot-washing water over here. He yelled, “Watch out!” as he threw the
water into my hole. Once again, flustered and exasperated, I jumped out.
All the hair on one side of my body was wet. He kept picking on me. Was
he in charge of all the little animals down here? In this hole, I could hear
Lan talking, but now he had made it impossible to stay in my hole. If I went
elsewhere, it was hard to say if I’d still be able to hear Lan. If I couldn’t, I’d
be very lonely. The flying squirrel flew over again, rubbed my nose, and
flew away. He let out a really stinky fart. I wanted to break away from this
person, because he never let me rest. I felt he was intentionally malicious.



Maybe he even hoped I would die: his actions implied it. Couldn’t I try to
escape?

I had to escape. I couldn’t be sure where I could go and where I
shouldn’t. I just moved ahead and let nature take its course. Oh, there was a
fence here. Oh, could there be a vegetable garden inside the fence? I could
hear even more little animals inside it. Sniffing as I walked along the fence,
I soon discovered a break in it. I went through the hole and came to an even
more exciting place. But it was an even worse place to stay. Every passerby
shoved me, a sign that I was unwelcome. After a short while, I discovered
the difference: none of the little animals here was digging holes. Sometimes
they moved; sometimes they were still. When they were still, a whistle
sounded in the distance. On hearing the whistle, they all rushed in that
direction. When they were running, the whistling stopped and so they began
hesitating and finally stopped again. Then they listened attentively once
more. Before long, the whistling resumed from a different direction, and so
they once again rushed in that direction. Before long, they stopped again. I
was among them and felt keyed up. It was both chaotic and orderly here.
Everything was decided by that bizarre sound coming from an unknown
place. No, I couldn’t adapt. They ran so fast, and while they were running
they shoved me down on the ground and stepped on me as they went past.
So the next time they were waiting for the whistle to sound, I fumbled my
way back to the break in the fence where I had come in. I wanted to get out.
I had just leaned out from the fence when that person punched me in the
nose and roared, “Are you looking for death?” This was a really strong
blow, and I nearly fainted from it. I sat on the ground and heard him say,
“Try to escape! Just keep trying. I’d like to find out if your skull is made of
iron. Huh!” Naturally, I didn’t dare try again. Now all I could do was act as
wild as these other guys inside, because I couldn’t just sit here without
moving. If I did, they would stampede me to death. Hey, they were starting
to run again. Even though my nose still hurt, I ran along with them. But
they stopped after just a few steps. I didn’t react in time and kept running.
So I stumbled against one of them. He was a big one with long sharp
protruding teeth. He sniffed at my belly with his long snout for a long time.
I closed my eyes, waiting for death. Luckily, just then, the whistling started
again. He threw me down and ran. I lay on my stomach on the ground,
while lots of them stepped on my back to move ahead. I was afraid they
would make mincemeat of me, but after a while they stopped stepping on



me and detoured around me instead. Somehow, I unintentionally touched
the fence once again. There was another break in it. Should I sneak out
through it? Was that person standing guard outside? No, he wasn’t here. I
emerged. It was quiet all around. Was this the wilderness? I saw a house
with a kerosene lamp in front of the window! How could this exist
underground?

As I walked toward the house, I thought of the words that man had just
spoken, “looking for death.” Was this what I was doing now? What would
be in the house? Ha! A child was brushing his teeth in the doorway. He spat
water all over my face! “Let him in if that’s what he wants,” someone inside
said. This was the very master who had fed me poisonous mushrooms,
wasn’t it? I went in. Hey, this really was his home! Great. This was great, I
had returned to the slums. Just now on the road, I had noticed some
indistinct houses, but hadn’t dared believe my eyes. When I climbed up to
the stove, I sensed gratefully that I was home again. The master took out a
bowl, filled it with food, and placed it in front of me. I saw at once that it
was poisonous mushrooms—three of them in the rice. Although my belly
was rumbling with hunger, I hesitated. Did I really want to die? No, I
didn’t! I didn’t want to die! The master was staring at me. “Are you going
to eat? If not, I’ll take it away.” He seemed to be chuckling. I immediately
buried my head in the food and began eating. Without even tasting it, I ate it
all. My mind went blank. I heard the person clap twice and say, “Great!
Great!” What was so “great”? It must be night, but he said, “I’m going to
repair the road.” He went out with a hoe. It was so dark, and yet he was
going to repair the road! I jumped down from the stove and inspected the
house. It was the same as before, and so was the furniture. The child was
sitting under the table playing with a top. The spinning top was buzzing
loudly. This made me uptight. So it couldn’t be night, because everyone
was going about regular daily activities. But it was dark, and the lamp had
been lit. How could they see? The child stopped the metal top with one
hand and said to me, “Rat—oh, Rat, why have you come to my home? Dad
has gone out to the back to dig a grave. He’ll be back soon. Let’s spin the
top together. As long as the top doesn’t stop, Dad won’t kill you.” With all
his strength he started the top spinning again, and it spun at lightning speed.
The buzzing gave me a splitting headache. That person came in, set the hoe
down, and looked in both directions. He was probably looking for me. I
heard him take my empty bowl from the stove and wash it. He was cursing



something. Next to me, the child said, “Dad is very afraid of tops.” He let
the top stop and asked me to try it. I had barely gotten the hang of it when it
began spinning—it even left the floor. The child said, “You’re really good at
this.”

But I still couldn’t stand the sound made by the spinning top. I even tried
to run away several times, but after running two steps I went back under the
table, because the child shouted at me, “Do you want to die!!” It was weird:
his voice sounded the same as the voice of the man washing his feet in the
wooden basin of water. Then the child put the top in his pocket and said, “I
have to make things harder for Dad.” He asked me to sleep under the table
with him. The master came in and stood in the middle of the room
nervously stamping his feet. He shouted, “Tusheng! Tusheng!” He was
calling his son. Couldn’t he see that we were under the table? “Tusheng!!”
he began snarling, and all of a sudden he bumped into the wall. The dry
cow pies pasted onto the bamboo wall fell to the floor. Tusheng hugged me
tightly because he was snickering and his whole body was shaking. I was
shaking, too, but it was because I was afraid of Tusheng. If this kid could
handle his father like this, wouldn’t it have been an easy matter for him to
kill me if he wanted to? The master’s face was bleeding. He climbed up
from the floor and dejectedly went back to the stove and continued tidying
up the dishes. He was really afraid of his son.

Tusheng wanted me to sleep under the table with him after this. “We can
play with the top whenever we want to.” He took the top out of his pocket
and told me to polish it with my face. Each time I did that, I heard a roar in
my head and saw stars. Although this was hard on me, I was in a much
better mood. “Okay, okay now,” Tusheng said. “From now on, our domain
is under this table. Don’t go back to the stove.” When he said this, I thought
of his dad. His dad was a nice person, quite kind to me. I actually doubted
that he wanted to poison me. I wanted to express my remorse to the master.
I heard him crying. Maybe he thought his son was lost. Tusheng didn’t let
me take a step. He said that when his dad cried, one shouldn’t bother him. I
heard a noise at the door, and someone came in. Tusheng made a face,
pulled out the top, and set it spinning. The person screamed and ran off. As
for me, I was getting sort of used to the top. It no longer bothered me so
much. Could this little thing be making Tusheng and me invisible? Why
couldn’t his dad see us? A magical top! Magical! How could there be such a
rarity?



“Tusheng! Tusheng! I can’t see you. I know you can see me. Answer
me.”

This sounded familiar. Who had I heard say this? He sadly picked up his
basket and went out to buy groceries. I felt as if my heart had been pressed
down by a rock.

Tusheng told me to sleep holding the top. He said something good would
happen. In my dreams, I was sleeping on a huge top disk. I could see
everything: the flowers and grass, trees, rocks, little animals, and other
things. They were all levitating. The sun, by contrast, was descending and
rolling back and forth in front of me. It was as though I could touch it with
my claws. Someone anxiously shouted under the disk, “Can you see me?
Hey? Can you see me?”

I settled down in this home. The slums were my home. I was born here and
grew up here. I don’t remember how old I am, but I do remember things
that happened a long time ago. Back then, the houses in the lowlands had
just been built and weren’t really like houses. They were more like
temporary work sheds. After the houses had been built, the sun withdrew. It
could shine only on the fence. The children fell to the ground and slept. In
the early morning frost, their faces were frozen purple. I remember all of
this.

Part Three

My tangled relationship with people was probably the main reason I
continued staying in the slums. When I was little and had only a thin layer
of hair, I was placed on a family’s stove. Did Mama give birth to me there,
or did this family mercifully take me in? I stayed inside a pottery bowl with
fragments of cloth in the bottom of it. If the fire was too hot, the bowl
would be scalding, and if I wasn’t careful, it would burn me. My body was
blotched with scars for a long time. As for food, the family served me a
spicy brown porridge in a small dish. Maybe that porridge was a soporific,
too, for I would sleep all day after eating it. It relieved the pain from being
scalded. But because I was asleep, I rolled around inside the bowl and was
left with even more extensive burns. Most of my body was affected, and I



was in constant pain. I considered escaping from this bowl, but the blisters
on my feet had broken and ulcerated. How could I jump out? Sometimes I
heard the man and woman of the house talking about me, “Will the little
thing die?” “No way. It’s a born survivor.” Were they hurting me on
purpose or didn’t they know what I was going through?

Despite all of my injuries, I gradually grew up. One day, their child
overturned the pottery bowl, and I fell out. I saw the bowl suspended on the
edge of the stovetop. On an impulse, I bumped the bowl with my head, and
it fell down and broke into several pieces. I looked at the room again and
saw all those strange things that I hadn’t seen before. I didn’t know what
they were. Not until later did I figure them out. There was one thing I never
understood until I finally grew up. This was a framed portrait of an old man
with a white beard hanging on the wall. I thought it was a real person
because the husband and wife talked to the old man. When they went out,
they said, “Dad, I’m leaving.” And when they returned, they said, “Dad,
I’m back.” If they had done something out there, they would ask, “Dad, did
I handle this right?” When they spoke, the frame rocked and made a ding-
dong sound as if answering them.

I recovered from my injuries soon, and before long I could jump down
from the stove. I jumped to the top of the table, stood on my hind legs,
leaned on the wall with my front legs, and tried hard to get close to that
white-bearded old man. All of a sudden, I was whacked on the back of my
head, and I lost consciousness.

I awakened at the side of the road, and so I knew there were streets
outside the house. It was such a large slum. I gradually recovered my
memories of the slums and the city up there. Before the day ended, I
became familiar with the entire slum, for I realized that each of its nooks
and crannies had always been stored in my memory. At night, I returned to
the family’s stove to sleep. They seemed to welcome me, even preparing
food for me. The boy said, “He was out all day and now he’s back.” But I
wasn’t out for the day by choice. Someone had placed me out there next to
the road. Who? I glanced involuntarily at the old man on the wall. Ah, in
the lamplight his face was invisible. I saw only the two flames shooting
from his eyes. In my fear, I had shrieked and dashed to the door. The master
and his wife came out, caught me singlehandedly, and patted me on the
back. They said repeatedly, “Rat, oh Rat, calm down! Come back!” I
stopped struggling. I was shivering on the stove. I had concluded that it was



the old man on the wall who had clubbed me and caused me to faint, and
then had thrown me outside. Later the master had blocked the door and
windows so that I couldn’t open them. Now they went to sleep. So did I, but
I felt a burning gaze fixed on me. No matter what, I couldn’t fall asleep.
Flames filled my mind. I forced my gaze away from that wall and looked
instead at a dark corner. I remembered the city. It was so big, but it was
uninhabited. The glass houses were empty, and the people lived in the
slums down there. How sad. I remembered the glass houses next to each
other. I decided that one day I would go up there and look around. The
master had said there were people up there. Some hid in wooden casks,
garbage cans, and dumpsters. When the sun set behind the mountain, they
emerged and raced out to the deserted streets and made a commotion.

I let my imagination run wild and like a thief hid myself here and there
in the house. Then I realized that no matter where I hid, I couldn’t escape
that gaze. I couldn’t figure it out: Why didn’t this old guy walk out of the
frame? Had he hidden himself behind the glass or had his family done this
to him? In the inky darkness late at night, the master and his wife embraced
tightly in bed. Now and then, they cried out softly, “Ghost!” Steeped in
nightmares, they couldn’t intervene in what I was doing. I could sleep in the
rice barrel or in the big cupboard. They had no idea. Naturally, if I shed hair
in the rice, they grumbled about it when they ate. They didn’t blame me;
they were terrible at making logical connections. Once I even slept in their
big, wide bed. Hiding in a corner against the wall, I listened to their
conversation up close. One said, “You think Dad can’t see us, don’t you?”
The other said, “I can at least hide in my dreams, can’t I?” It was odd.
When they spoke, I looked at the wall again. The fiery gaze had vanished. I
was surprised and thought to myself, Have I entered these two people’s
dreams? But just then the woman shrieked, “Ghost!” And then the fiery
gaze shot across again. The man said, “Dad, oh Dad. Dad, oh Dad.” The
husband and wife burrowed under the quilt, which then stuck up like a hill.
I was afraid and slipped out of bed. I screwed up my courage and looked
outside. Under the dim streetlight, someone was squatting and slaughtering
a white cat. The noise made me retreat a few steps, and I quickly closed the
door with my head. Oh! Compared with the terror outside, the house was a
refuge. The moonlight shone in. The hill of the quilt was hazy. I
remembered the pasture where my ancestors lived. It was big: you couldn’t
see across it. Back then, our clan members rushed back and forth there.



They were hiding from something, too, much like the two people in this
house. They often scuttled over to the pool in the center of the pasture.
They couldn’t swim, and the next day their corpses floated in the pool. I
was lost in memories, trying to figure out what my ancestors were hiding
from.

One day the couple went out, and their son Woody got into big trouble—
he shattered the glass in the frame with his slingshot, and the shards of glass
ruined the old man’s face. Woody ran outside to hide. By nighttime, he still
hadn’t returned. The couple were silent about this. They threw the ruined
frame, along with the old man, into an old trunk and then paid no more
attention to it. Every day, I was troubled by a question: Was the old man
still alive? I’d learned my lesson earlier, so I didn’t dare open the trunk. The
old man was no longer a threat, but the atmosphere in the house remained
tense. It was even scarier in the silence. Had Woody’s disappearance made
his parents numb? I wanted to go out and look for Woody—help them out a
little. But out of self-respect, I didn’t want to go out in the daytime. My
appearance wasn’t very elegant—it was sort of like either a rat or a rabbit,
but not quite. (I remembered what these two animals looked like.) I would
surely attract attention. I didn’t want to be surrounded and stared at by
people. I opened the door twice during the night. Each time, I saw the same
person squatting under the streetlight killing cats. Once, it was a black cat,
once a calico one. The cats’ screeching almost made me faint. The husband
and wife were no longer hiding under the quilt. They didn’t even undress
but just dozed on the edge of the bed against the wall. I slowly came out
from under their bed. I heard a series of sighs from the trunk. The old man
must have been badly hurt. This couple had been absolutely obedient to him
in the past, so I couldn’t understand why they didn’t show even minimal
filial piety. They just ignored him after stuffing him into the old trunk. They
were still clothed as they sat on the bed: Were they waiting for something to
happen? They didn’t seem to notice the sighs in the room, because they
were snoring lightly. I quietly slipped over to the trunk and placed my ear
on it. I heard glass exploding inside. I was really scared. Suddenly, the man
spoke up: “Where’s the new frame? Don’t forget to hang it tomorrow.” His
wife giggled abruptly.

I missed Woody. It was lonely without a child at home. He had no bed in
the house but just slept anywhere. I used to think this was strange, but later
I got used to it and felt he didn’t need a bed. He didn’t sleep much. He was



always rushing about. He went out five or six times a night. I had no idea
what he busied himself with. I only knew that the couple were very proud
of this naughty boy. They frequently lay in bed and talked about their son’s
future; they seemed to think he could save them from poverty. But they also
feared this change. They said they’d leave if things changed. Woody
frequently took items from the house and sold them. Once I saw him
carrying on a transaction at the front door. When his mother was cooking
and couldn’t find the scoop, Woody said that I had carried it off and lost it.
“He just cares about having fun,” he told his mother. She stared at me, as if
intending to hit me. But she didn’t. For the time being, she substituted a
wooden club for the scoop. Although Woody had been mean to me, he was
an interesting boy. I was crazy about him. Probably his parents felt much
the same as I. This kid was adorable. I liked him. One moment, he’d be
sitting at home, and the next moment he’d be on the neighbor’s roof. God
knows how he got there.

Could the old man with the white beard have died? I wasn’t sure. All I
knew was that the master and mistress no longer cared about him. I didn’t
know why, but I was saddened as I imagined the old man shut up in the
trunk, as well as his face that had been cut by glass. When I remembered
the earlier incident, I thought maybe he wasn’t the one who had made me
faint and thrown me out on the street. Then who was it? Woody? Didn’t he
want me to be close to the old man? Two days later, they really did hang a
new frame on the wall. The frame, however, no longer held the old man, but
a yellow chrysanthemum. This yellow chrysanthemum fell far short of the
ones I remembered: it was a little washed-out and a little withered and its
background was an overcast sky. After hanging the yellow chrysanthemum,
the couple no longer conversed with the frame. They stood and gazed at the
flower, but I didn’t know what they were thinking. I wondered if the flower
was substituting for their father. I was displeased with them because at night
when I planted my ear on the trunk, I still heard feeble moans. Now they
paid no attention to their “dad.” They paid attention only to that flower.
Finally, I realized that people’s feelings were changeable. People were so
fickle! I thought, We probably aren’t the same. I—an orphan left to roast in
a pottery bowl on the stove—I still remembered my parents and ancestors.
And I remembered my hometown—that pasture and even the pool in the
middle of the pasture. I remembered all of this really well and could call
everything to mind without the slightest effort. But these two people:



yesterday they had called out “Dad” as if they couldn’t leave him for even a
second, and today they had completely forgotten him and were showing
feeling only for the little flower. As for their father, they had put him into a
shabby trunk from which he could never escape. I was too young back then
and usually confused the real person with his portrait, so I was displeased
and angry with the man and his wife. I made up my mind to leave their
home.

I saw them pushing a pedicab out. I knew they were going to sell rice;
that was what they did for a living. Generally they didn’t come back until
evening. After they left, I went up to the stove and ate a huge meal, then
jumped down and went outside. Their house was at the end of the row. I slid
along the wall for a long time without running into anyone. The doors to the
houses stood open. Where had everyone gone? All of a sudden, a child
dashed out of one home. Shrill curses followed him. Sure enough, it was
Woody. He went across the street and disappeared behind a strange house. I
followed him and reached the front of that house. It did look like a house. It
had eaves covered with grass. Looking more closely, though, I noticed it
had no doors or windows. It didn’t even have walls. It was a solid thing,
with two caves leading to the inside. I stood there, not daring to enter the
caves. After a while, Woody walked out of one of them. He was a little bent
over, to avoid hitting his head on the ceiling of the cave. He saw me and
walked over. He took me in his hands and lifted me up in the air three
times. Then he patted me on the head and set me down, saying, “Rat! Rat!
Rat! I’ve missed you!” His clothes were filthy and full of holes. He stank.
What kind of life was this little kid leading now? When he saw me staring
at the dark cave, he began laughing. “This is a prison.” As he said prison, I
remembered my ancestors’ cages—rows of them on the grasslands, each
with a front door. If someone entered, the door automatically closed and
locked. At first the buddies were excited when they went in. They collided
and bumped around inside irritably, making the iron cages rock back and
forth. At night, they calmed down. You can’t imagine the power of the
clear, cold night air of the grasslands! But they had to stay there a long time
before they would die: they knew this. When their parents walked past the
cages, the children inside had already fallen into meditation. As I was
thinking of this, Woody pushed me playfully and asked, “Do you want to go
in? Do you?” I felt I hadn’t thought it through and so I kept retreating.
Woody guffawed and told me this was a phony cave: you went in from the



front and exited from the rear. “Look at me. Aren’t I all right?” Since I
didn’t want to go in, he said we might as well forget it and just move
around outside. We circled to the back of the house. I looked and looked
again—I didn’t see any exits, that’s for sure. Woody told me, “You can’t see
that kind of exit with your eyes.”

After running into Woody, I forgot why I had come out here; I was hell-
bent on following him. I didn’t know why I had no willpower. Thinking of
my ancestors, not one of them minded parting from mankind, as I did. My
ancestors were warriors who dared to come and go on their own. Not one
was afraid of dying. Woody walked and walked, and then stopped again and
petted me. What did he mean by this? I grew nervous as I recalled that he
had shattered the old man’s frame with a slingshot. He was actually really
violent. I noticed some people standing on the roadside looking at us. Even
after we walked far away, they were still watching. What was Woody
plotting? We walked past row after row of houses. I never knew the slum
was so big. I had only stood in the doorway of Woody’s home and had only
seen places that were just a little farther away. Sometimes I saw a woman
come out. When she caught a glimpse of me, it was as if she’d seen a ghost:
she immediately ran back into the house to hide. So then I knew that the
slum was large, but just how large I didn’t know. In my memory, the
grasslands were the largest thing under the sky.

I didn’t know how long we had walked when I realized that I had once
more reached the front of that solid house. Woody said, “Hey, Rat, we’re
here.” It was dark, and the two caves looked at me threateningly. Saying he
needed to rest, Woody entered the cave on the right. I stood there terrified,
not knowing what to do. Under the streetlight ahead of me, that person
appeared again. He squatted there and slaughtered a black cat. When the
black cat screeched the first time, I thought I was going to lose my mind.
And that’s when I entered the cave on the left side. After I entered the cave,
I heard that startling screech again. I’d better hurry ahead. After five or six
steps, I saw an exit and came out. I turned around and, sure enough, saw the
back of that house. I wanted to return to the cave because I could still hear
the cat’s screeching. Where was the cave? I recalled what Woody had told
me and felt my way for a while along the wall, but to no avail. I couldn’t
find the entrance. All I could do was rest for a while under the eaves. If I
walked around aimlessly, there might be an accident. The cat was still
screeching. It would probably die soon. I curled up and squatted in order to



get warm. Two stars trembled above the wall in front of me. The night air
grew colder, and the stars trembled more violently, as if they would fall. I
remembered the stars in the sky above the grasslands: they were linked,
motionless, in the night sky. They were stars of eternity. What in the world
were these two stars? I was concerned about them. Sure enough, just as the
cat screeched one last time and stopped breathing, one of the stars fell. It
even skipped a couple of times in the sky and drew a “W” in white. “Hey,
Rat, you mustn’t get lost in that kind of thing,” Woody said to me from the
cave. He must be hiding in a warm place, and had left me out here in the
cold. He didn’t approve of my stargazing. Okay then, I wouldn’t look. I’d
close my eyes. But I opened them again right away. It was so scary: I saw—
no, I couldn’t speak of the things I saw. Never. I didn’t dare shut my eyes
again. My heart couldn’t stop thumping. I was still fearful. I’d better just
look down. What was going on with Woody? He didn’t go home, and yet he
didn’t go far away, either. He just wandered around the slum. What a
strange child! Had he seen the stars in the grasslands? Probably not. If he
had, he would have left here a long time ago. The city’s glass houses were
nothing compared with the sky of the grasslands. One was like an elephant,
the other like a centipede in the corner of a furnace. Hey! What was I
thinking of just now? Was I looking down on the centipede in the corner of
the furnace? Those glum things were awful. You couldn’t figure out what
they were thinking. They also loved getting together, and when lots of them
assembled, the scene was absolutely disgusting. Oh, the wind that I feared
so much was rising again—gnawing my bones. Woody, Woody, you’re
heartless. You should at least allow me shelter from the wind. I opened my
mouth to scream, but I had lost my voice. Even though I tried very hard, I
was the only one who could hear myself. I looked up. In the darkness above
the wall, the stars had disappeared without a trace. My eyes were liberated;
I could see whatever I wanted. I saw the man straddling the wall and
holding the dead cat in his arms. The streetlight reflected his pale face.
Every now and then, he put his nose close to the cat’s body as if sniffing it.
There were some kinky people in this world. You thought he was killing
cats for fun, but he looked desperately grief stricken.

It was probably almost midnight when Woody emerged from the cave.
When I saw him, he was bending over in front of me. He stroked my nose,
and I recoiled, for his hand was as cold as an ice cube. He said he had
squatted in the icy cave most of the night. “I was frozen in there like a fish



and unable to move. I have to go in there to freeze from time to time. I’d
stink if I stayed outside too long.” That’s right. I recalled that Woody had
never bathed at home. It hadn’t crossed my mind that it was so cold inside
the cave that I would have found it utterly unbearable. Just now, I’d
complained that he hadn’t let me enter. Woody said, “Nothing on your body
can rot. You don’t need to freeze.” He asked me to go with him. We passed
a few houses in the dark and came to a small thatched hut. Inside, an oil
lamp was burning. On the floor a small copper basin was half-filled with
water. Woody took a packet of powder out of his pocket and dumped it into
the basin. It had a pungent aroma. After a while, a group of house mice
showed up. There must have been at least ten or twenty of them. They
climbed up the basin and slipped into it, and then flipped over on their ash-
colored stomachs and floated up. They were in a hurry to get it over with. It
didn’t take them long. I was secretly worried and kept saying to myself,
“Damn, damn!” Woody bent down, dredged up the corpses, and put them in
a cardboard box. Just then, the strong aroma grew so heavy that I became
dizzy and nearly threw up. Woody’s voice seemed to float in the air: “Rat,
oh Rat, hurry up and get in!” Something seemed to push me from behind,
and I jumped and fell in. As I sank, my mind went black. I had only one
thought: I’m done for.

I didn’t awaken until the next day. Maybe Woody had placed me on this
rock so I could dry out in the sun. I was in unbearable pain. I opened my
eyes and saw gashes all over my skin. I could see the blood inside. And
Woody? Woody wasn’t there. Next to me, wheelbarrows passed one after
the other. Sometimes it seemed they would crush me. I figured I’d certainly
die if I continued lying there. I tried hard to roll to the side—and almost
fainted from the pain. I rolled over to someone’s threshold. Outside the gate
were puddles of urine. I was soaked in urine, and when it seeped into my
wounds, it cut like a knife. Inside the house, a man and woman were
talking. To my surprise, it was my master and his wife. The master said,
“Do we have any of that spice left—the kind that Woody swiped?” His wife
said, “There’s one packet left. He made off with two packets.” An aged
voice spoke up in the house: “What you’re thinking of is suicidal!” Then all
was quiet. I could hear the man and wife speaking softly and sighing. They
must have seen me: Were they discussing what to do with me? I wished
they would pick me up and carry me into the house. I longed for the days
that I had spent in their home. After all, there was no place like home.



There was nothing good about being covered with cuts and bruises and left
at the roadside. But the master and his wife didn’t intend to take care of me.
They were talking about Woody. I said to myself over and over, Woody,
Woody, you little brat, what are you plotting with your parents? Just then, I
heard the aged voice again, and the man and his wife ran out in a panic.
They didn’t even see me. I was sure of that. “You’re the rat in their home,”
that old man said from above. I exerted myself to turn and look up. I saw
the old frame hanging over the door. It was vibrating slightly, and bits of
glass were falling from it. This was the old man, but I couldn’t see his face.
I could only see bits of glass stuck in that frame. Suddenly, a loud sound
came from within, and the frame flew out and landed next to the road in
front of the house. Then a wheelbarrow rolled over it. I tried several times
to struggle up, but I failed. Two children ran out of this house. They bent
down and took stock of me curiously for a long time. They called me Ricky.
I had no idea why they gave me a person’s name. I was used to that family
calling me Rat. “Ricky is going to live with us for a while. We should hide
him just in case.” The taller one held me. I saw that he was one-eyed. No,
he had two eyes, but they had grown together. His eyes didn’t see what was
across from him, but looked at each other. How bizarre. How could two
eyes look at each other? But this fact was right in front of me. Before I had
time to get used to this, they shut me up in an inky-black place that had a lot
of feathers. As soon as I lay down, the feathers leapt up. Although it was
hard to breathe, I wasn’t in as much pain. I heard the two boys fighting, and
then they said loudly in unison, “Let Great-grandfather decide! Let Great-
grandfather decide!” Next I heard glass shattering. Don’t tell me there was
another frame in this house.

When they opened the box where I was staying, I looked closely at the
brothers: each one’s eyes had grown together. Neither looked out; each of
them looked only at the other. They gave me a plate of red sauce. Its
spiciness set my throat and tummy on fire. But I felt great: my pain had
vanished.

I was going to stay in this home for a while. The slums were my home. It
didn’t matter which house it was; I could live in any of them. How would
the two children with eyes grown together treat me? Now my name was
Ricky. I’d better get used to this name—Ricky. See: he has come in.



Although he didn’t look at me, as soon as I saw his eyes looking at each
other, I was uneasy. I wanted to hide in the pile of firewood there.

Part Four

One late autumn day, I climbed up to the thatched roof on this house. It
was so relaxing there. Below, the two people were still fighting violently.
They had smashed all the pottery bowls and pots to smithereens. For two
months, I’d been living in fear and trepidation. Especially that older
brother: whenever I saw his vicious brown eyes squeezed together in one
spot, I thought I was going to die. Although these eyes threatened only each
other and not me, I still felt that they concerned me. Day and night, I could
hear knives being sharpened in some corner of the house. How could there
be so many knives? I squatted on the rooftop, fearful that they’d find me. If
I were down below, as soon as they finished fighting each other, they would
vent themselves on me. Once the older brother almost cut off my ears. I
surreptitiously considered whether I should leave. I’d been leading a
miserable life with these brothers for several months. I often stayed hidden
in a cardboard box under the bed. With nothing to do, I spent my time
worrying about depressing things. Mainly I was concerned about the slums,
and of those worries, I worried most about floods. I thought that if the city
were inundated, the slums would become a vast body of water. I
remembered there’d been a flood more than a hundred years ago. Back then
all the people in the slums escaped, leaving only the house mice. Later, in
just one night, all the house mice were killed. Why hadn’t they escaped?
They should have been the most alert to this kind of natural disaster. I really
didn’t want the slums to turn into a vast body of water. After all, this was
my home. Once I settled down in a certain home, I generally didn’t go out
again, but I did take journeys around this region in my mind. I rearranged
the houses here as I liked, then mixed them up, then rearranged them . . .
Sometimes this was how I got through the endless, long lonely nights. In
my mind, I cut the rowhouses apart into freestanding ones, each with its
own cellar. A stonecutter from the city was chiseling in each cellar. I
thought this kind of scene was lovely. Like the ancestor I remembered, I
was an aesthetician. Because of talking with the sun, that ancestor had been
burned alive by the toxic sun on the grasslands. Back then, his story was
passed down throughout the pasture.



I mustn’t make any noise, because they knew I had disappeared. “Ricky!
Ricky!” they shouted for me. Exasperated, they searched the entire house.
Then they probably thought I had run away, and so they went out looking
for me. With the house now empty, I slid down from the hole. I was
exhausted and wanted to sleep. Shards of pottery were everywhere, and a
lot of water had been splashed on the two beds. They had even dampened
the cardboard box I slept in. Not caring whether it was wet or not, I
burrowed in to sleep. Just as I was about to fall asleep, the brothers
returned. The younger one screamed like a pig being slaughtered. I craned
my neck and saw that his right foot had been punctured by a bamboo stick.
His older brother was looking on, his two blood-red eyes staring at each
other, his fists clenched. Damn, there was no way to go on sleeping. This
younger brother whose face was frighteningly pale looked as if he would
faint from the pain. But he was still shouting, “Ricky! Ricky! I can’t die like
this!” Why was he shouting for me? Did I have something to do with his
injury? Did I make him walk barefoot all the time? I slipped out of the
cardboard box and over to the middle of the room. The younger brother was
brandishing his hands like crazy, as if fighting with someone invisible. His
wide-open eyes—like a dead fish—weren’t looking at anything. Could he
be about to die? His older brother hung his head. From behind, he seemed a
little sorrowful. I edged closer to him. Without looking, he kicked me—
kicked me back under the bed. Huh? Didn’t either of them welcome me?
But why did the younger brother shout my name? He shouted again,
“Ricky, I’m going to take you along with me!” With that, he extended his
hand as if to pull out the bamboo stick. Did he think I was the bamboo
stick? Was he out of his mind? Oh, he really did pull it out! The bamboo
stick was dripping with blood! He fell from the chair onto the floor, with his
head pointed backward and his arms crossed in front of his chest. I didn’t
know if he was dead or not. I quietly climbed out from under the bed and
sniffed the bamboo stick on the floor. Oh, what was this? Under my very
nose, the bamboo stick jumped twice and turned into a soft, succulent thing.
The long sticky thing had a small eye in it. That was a shameless round eye,
definitely from my race. No wonder the younger brother had called that
thing “Ricky” just now. I looked again at his foot. The wound had
disappeared. “You—eat that thing,” the older brother said to me. I looked at
him—his eyes had turned into one! That oval eye was in the center of the
space between his eyebrows. But it still had two pupils. My image was



reflected in both pupils. I was really scared. I placed my head on the floor
right away and waited to be hit. But the older brother didn’t attack me. He
just put the thing in front of my nose and coaxed me, “Ricky, eat this.
Nothing will happen if you do.” I tried to bite the thing from the end where
the eye was, but that eyeball popped right out and slid down my throat. And
so in my confusion, I did eat it. I didn’t have time to chew it. I sensed that it
stopped in my stomach, and I tasted something salty. Was it the younger
brother’s blood? I felt squeamish and just squatted in the corner gasping. I
wanted to throw up. The older brother said, “Ricky, it’ll be okay after a
while. Don’t worry.” Was it the eye that had given off the salty flavor? My
God. In the pasture, if you looked closely you could see that kind of eye
hidden under stalks of grass. That was an eye just like the ones my parents
had. They were everywhere, everywhere—I was a little dizzy. I shut my
eyes, wanting to fall asleep.

The brothers lowered their voices. They weren’t fighting, but seemed to
be settling accounts. I was feeling awful. Was I the one who was going to
die after all? My mouth and throat began swelling. My tongue changed into
a large immovable stone. “Three times five is fifteen,” the younger brother
said. “Yes, subtract fifteen,” the older brother answered. He went on, “How
many days do you think he has lived in our home?” The younger brother
mumbled as he calculated. Were they calculating my age or when I would
die? All of a sudden, I realized that I couldn’t roll my eyes. My gaze was
fixed on the wall in front of me. A red scorpion on that wall crawled slowly
toward me. Was he an assassin? I had no idea, because my vision was
blurring. The scorpion grew bigger and bigger, and more and more
frightening. Next, something stung my nose, and I blacked out.

After I came to, the first thing I heard them say was: “Ricky has thirty
days left.” My heart sank, and everything went black before my eyes, but I
relaxed again right away. I felt comfortable from head to foot, and the
swelling had subsided. I looked again. The one who had died wasn’t I, but
the red scorpion—it had flattened out and was stuck to the ground. Life had
faded from its body. The older brother picked it up with tongs and threw it
into the garbage.

They went out. The house was quiet, and I squatted there remembering
the eye and the long thing that I had just swallowed down. All of a sudden,
without turning my head, I saw a house mouse behind me. How strange this
was: I was seeing with my back. There was an eye in my back! Was it that



eye? It must be! On alert, the house mouse had emerged from the hole.
After making sure no people were at home, he climbed up to the stove and
ate all my food. The house mouse simply ignored me and swaggered back
to the hole. Luckily, I didn’t feel hungry. I still felt quite nauseous. They
had said I still had “thirty days.” What did that mean? I had heard the
saying that one day was equal to a year. So did thirty days mean thirty
years? I had no idea. I was frantic: Was a fatal event about to occur? I
looked into the garbage can and was stunned! The scorpion not only hadn’t
died, its body was inflating: it was four or five times as big as it used to be.
It stood up and clawed its way up the edge of the can. It was going to come
out! I immediately dashed across, opened the door, and ran outside. I
certainly didn’t intend to be stung by him a second time!

I had hardly turned into the street when I ran into the two brothers. The
older one grabbed me by the ear and said, “Ricky has come out, and so he
has one fewer day.” They ordered me to go home. I walked in front. Behind
me, they were slapping each other. When I reached the door, I turned
around and saw them clutching each other by the chest and squatting on the
ground without moving as if they had congealed. With their four eyes so
close together, I wondered if each brother would now see the other’s eyes.
But when I burrowed between them, I saw that each brother’s eyes were
still seeing only his own eyes, and they were acting as if no one else were
present. I didn’t get it. The large scorpion had walked out and was near the
door frame. All of a sudden, the two brothers let go of each other and stood
up. The scorpion swaggered out the door as if drunk and turned right. I
didn’t know where it was going. The younger brother said in a low voice,
“Ricky went to call on someone.” Huh? Were they calling the scorpion
“Ricky”? Was it because the scorpion had eaten things inside me and thus
had changed into something much like me?

Finally, I went back inside. Well, after all, there was no place like home.
I climbed up to the stove to take a nap, for I was exhausted. Just as I was
closing my eyes, I saw a terrifying scene: outside the window that furtive
black cat was eating the red scorpion! This was so scary, so sickening! The
scorpion’s back leg was still struggling outside his mouth. The cat twisted
his neck a few times and swallowed the whole scorpion. This scene was so
ugly that I was now fully awake. All at once, I sensed that my entire body
had become eyes, for not only could I see ahead, but I could also see behind
myself, and not only could I see the exterior, but I could also see the



interior. For example, I saw the scorpion continuing to struggle in the cat’s
belly. And looking at myself, in my abdominal cavity an eye was wrapped
in membrane—the very eye that I had swallowed. So the scorpion hadn’t
died, and before long it would make its way out of the cat’s stomach. I
didn’t dare watch any longer. I closed my eyes. But this was even worse, for
I saw so many people and events inside myself. There was the pasture, and
on the turf were countless holes. From each and every one of the holes,
others of my species were sticking out their heads and watching. An eagle
flew past—an eagle so large it covered the sun. An animal—it appeared to
be something between a rat and a crow—was flying and running on the
grasslands. He didn’t fly high: he seemed to stick close to the underbrush
and skate there. I didn’t want to watch, but these scenes wouldn’t go away. I
wondered how that poor little thing had escaped the eagle’s evil clutches.
Before long, the eagle swept downward, and all the scenery disappeared.
But the immense blank space did not disappear: it was a dazzling white. I
could faintly hear an infant wailing. The younger brother said, “Look at
how soundly Ricky is sleeping. He must not be dreaming at all. I’d bet on
that.” The older brother asked, “What do you want to bet?” “Your
wheelbarrow. Come on over and you’ll see.”

I wasn’t asleep. Or maybe I was. Anyhow, I kept looking at my insides. I
wasn’t tired. Although everything disappeared later, with only dazzling
whiteness in front of me, I smelled the wind on the grasslands and a hint of
animal skins. When that house mouse woke me up, I was throwing myself
into the embrace of what I thought was Grandpa’s shadow. The house
mouse bit me in the butt, almost drawing blood. His eyes shone: his
objective was clear. His eyes differed from those of our clan. Why had he
come here? To eat my food, that’s why. When he saw no food on the stove,
he bit me. This house mouse was unusual. He actually thought I was his
food and that he could take a bite whenever he wanted to. I glared at him,
and he glared at me. He wasn’t one bit afraid of me. When he saw that I
was awake, he knew he couldn’t eat me, and so—enraged—he jumped
down to the floor. Though he patrolled once more around the house, he still
found nothing to eat. Then he retreated unwillingly into his hole. I started
thinking about this house mouse. He had been living in this house from the
very beginning. Was he a mutation of my species? Of course he was. I
could tell that just by looking at the shape of his eyes, though his expression
was different. Probably he had shrunk to such a small size because of the



changed circumstances. My clan and my ancestors had never eaten our
compatriots, yet he didn’t observe this taboo. He considered me his food.
Sure, I guess he didn’t consider me his compatriot, but I was several times
bigger than he was. Why wasn’t he even a little afraid of me? See? He was
popping his head out of that hole again. I was alarmed at the way he looked,
because he clearly thought of me as lunch. I’d have to be more careful from
now on when I slept. I still didn’t understand one thing: In all these years,
why hadn’t he ever attacked me? Was this change related to the present
attack on the red scorpion? Was he acting unscrupulously because the
master had said I had only thirty days left?

In order to evade the house mouse’s gaze, I came down from the stove
and went outside. Why was it so quiet outside? Had all the people left? I
looked back: the house mouse had followed me out. Why did he have to
follow me? Where had the two brothers gone? I mustn’t doze off, because
this guy was right behind me. I went to the home across the street, pressed
my ear against the door, and listened. I heard someone’s ragged breathing
inside. The door wasn’t locked. I pushed it open and saw a fat woman with
asthma on the bed. Since I had opened the door, the house mouse scurried
in, too. He climbed up on the big, carved bed and crawled over to the
woman. He bit an artery on her neck and sucked the blood. The woman
gradually began breathing more easily, and, looking comfortable, she closed
her eyes. The house mouse’s stomach was swelling, and when he slid down
from the bed, he could hardly walk. He swaggered slowly over to the wall,
where there was a hole much smaller than he was. He struggled hard to
squeeze in and finally succeeded. He shrieked because he was being pressed
from both sides. This was good for me—finally, I broke away from him. I
turned around and went back to my home, intending to get a good nap. But
the door was latched from the inside. Who had done that? I had to squat
outside and wait. The brothers soon returned. When they realized the door
was latched, they climbed up to the window, but something attacked them
from inside. Covering their eyes, the two fell to the ground. Before long, the
door opened, and an old white-haired woman came out carrying a paper
bag. She unwrapped it in the doorway, and I saw inside it. It was arsenic. I
recognized it, because when I was young, people in that family often added
a small amount of arsenic to my bowl. She left to go to another house.

When I entered the home, I noticed the house mouse lying, bloodstained,
on the floor, its head separated from its body, and a kitchen knife next to it.



Had the old woman done this? How could the house mouse have died here?
Hadn’t he just now gone across the street? Oh, right, it was the tunnel. He
had dug out a very long tunnel. He had come through the tunnel and died
here. His stomach—filled with the blood he had drunk—was still distended.
What had happened in this room? Let’s imagine: 1) The old woman had set
down a certain kind of bait, and the house mouse had been lured out of the
hole. The old woman had caught him and cut his head off. 2) Or the house
mouse, acting on his natural instincts, had bitten the old woman in the leg,
and she had chopped off his head. 3) Or, after eating the bait the old woman
had put down, he had decided to commit suicide, and the old woman had
held out the knife for him to bump into, he had collided forcefully with the
knife blade, and his head had been separated from his body. We don’t have
to go on imagining: there are many possibilities, but for now it’s impossible
to know exactly how it happened. Why was there such a bizarre stench in
the house? I found the source of the odor, and it was indeed that house
mouse. How could he have rotted so soon after dying? But it was true.
Yellow pus oozed from his stomach. Tiny gray insects squirmed in the
wound on his neck. Maybe even before he died, his body had been rotten,
yet I hadn’t noticed. I picked him up with tongs, intending to throw him out,
but the moment the tongs made contact with him, his flesh fell off and his
bones shattered. So scary! I was scared out of my wits! He turned into a
pool of slush; only his gray hair hadn’t vaporized. I freaked out, threw the
tongs down, and hid on the stove. I was frantic. I glanced subconsciously at
the window: ah, both the brothers’ faces were there, and each face had only
one eye—that kind of eye with two pupils! The two pupils were still
watching nothing but each other. Suddenly, I realized that these weren’t the
two brothers. Who were they then? Had they come to catch me? I slid down
the stove and hid in the firewood. I supposed they couldn’t see me now, and
I fell asleep peacefully.

Indeed, they were not the two brothers, but they bore a slight
resemblance to them. These two one-eyed young people now lived in this
home in place of the two brothers. I remembered once when I’d seen the
older brother change into one eye. Were these two people variants of the
first two? Probably not. I was sleeping in a cardboard box under the bed,
when, at midnight, the two on the bed shouted in unison, “A flood’s on the
way! Flood!” Then they ran out, barefoot. As soon as they left, I climbed
via the stove to the thatched roof. Gazing into the distance, I saw black



clouds rolling in overhead. Lights went on in all the houses in the slums.
Yet no one emerged. Were they waiting? I waited, too, but nothing
happened. Finally I felt bored and was about to go down. Even if there was
a flood, where could I escape to? I couldn’t go into the city: I could lose my
life in a day in the inescapable city heat. I couldn’t go far away, either, for I
could die of terror on the way. Never mind, I would just go back to the
cardboard box and sleep. Oh! What was that? The two one-eyed people!
They carried two corpses out of a house. They were taking advantage of the
chaos to rob and kill! But no one saw them. Was it possible that they were
making no noise? No! Ha, here was another one! Had those people died for
some other reason, and they were simply dealing with the corpses? It wasn’t
raining, yet black clouds descended. Now I couldn’t see anything well.
Even the lights in the houses had dimmed. Was a flood really on the way?
Then I’d better sleep on the roof. If disaster struck, I might get lucky and
survive. I had heard people talk about floods. When a house was totally
sealed up by surging floodwaters, no one inside could survive. I heard that
in such circumstances, it didn’t matter how quick-witted you were or how
strong, you would never locate the doors and windows. Everyone in the
slums knew this, and so why didn’t they do as I did and climb up to the
roof? Just now, the two people were running all over the streets shouting
“Flood!” Everyone must have heard them. They had heard, they must have
heard!

The water rose higher and higher. It didn’t block the doors immediately.
I heard the flooding water rush down from the stairs over there. I guessed—
a depth of fifteen centimeters, half a meter, a meter . . . and still I heard no
one fleeing. If anyone was fleeing, their wading would be audible. It was
alarmingly quiet all around. How high had the water risen? I couldn’t see.
Something tickled my feet. Snails. They wanted to climb up my body. I
dangled my rear feet below the roof to probe. Sure enough, my feet touched
water. No doubt the entire slum was inundated. But the water didn’t seem to
be rising continually. And the people? Where were the people? Had water
blocked all the doors? Were the people all dead? I started crying
soundlessly. Above me, the sky had brightened. I listened again: the sound
of running water had stopped. Someone was calling me—“Ricky, Ricky.”
Wasn’t it the two brothers? No one else called me by this name. I glanced
out: the mist had broken up. Even though the houses were submerged, the
lights were still on. I could see people’s shadows wavering on the windows.



What kind of flood was this? Someone came outside and brushed his teeth
in front of the house. The swaying ripples distorted his shadow. “Ricky!
Ricky!” The sound came from underwater. Soon it would be light. What
time was it?

“Ricky, come down! Come down! Now!” The voice underwater grew
impatient. I leaned over and slid down, landing at the neighbors’ doorway.
How strange: I had gotten a good look at it just now and I’d felt the water,
yet now it turned out to be a huge transparent membrane covering the entire
slum. It was light now, and the sun was out. But the sunlight couldn’t
penetrate the membrane. The neighbors’ door was open, and I ran inside.
Lying on the floor were the old man and his wife, rolling their eyes and
spitting up water. Had it really flooded? Where had the water gone? The old
couple used to raise large, gray edible pigeons out in back. The pigeons
were very ugly, but their voices were dreamlike. When dozens of them
cooed at once, even pedestrians became drowsy. When the old couple
walked by the door, they seemed to be dreaming. Generally the old man
held his wife’s hand and walked a little in front of her. He felt his way along
blindly with the other hand. Dragged ahead by him, the old woman
grumbled, “Can’t you walk a little slower? Can’t you?” The floor of the
house was dry, with no trace of a flood. I just sensed a kind of fine gossamer
floating in front of me. I accidentally inhaled it and sneezed a lot. I
approached the old woman and nuzzled her cheek with my nose. She woke
up and shouted, “Honey! We aren’t dead! We didn’t die!” At first she sat up,
and then—tottering—she stood and walked over to open the wardrobe and
shut herself inside. I heard her crying inside. The old man also sat up and
shouted loudly, “Why didn’t we die? Why? Were you talking nonsense?
Huh?” When he couldn’t find his wife in the room, he went out. Shading his
eyes with his hand, he looked into the distance. He kept watching, as if
waiting for something to happen. I slid over to the door, too, and looked
out: I saw the transparent gossamer that I’d noticed earlier. In the distance,
it turned into waves. Was this a flood? No. I didn’t sense that I was in water.
Then why had these old people blacked out on the ground? They had also
been spitting up water just now, as though their stomachs were full of water.

Carpenter Wen passed by, a steelyard in his hand. He said to the old man,
“I’m weighing this. I have to weigh it.” He pretended to grab something
from the air with his left hand, and then placed that “thing” in the tray of his
steelyard. It was strange: the steelyard was like a seesaw, rising high on one



side. What could be so heavy? The gossamer? But the tray of the steelyard
held nothing. The old man looked closely as he finished weighing it, and
said, “Oh, this has to be weighed.” Frowning, Carpenter Wen said, “I’ve
been weighing things ever since the flood started last night. I’m exhausted.”
Just then, I saw the two brothers standing across the street. They seemed to
be staring at Carpenter Wen, but I knew their eyes could look only at each
other. “What’s this?” the old man asked Carpenter Wen as he pointed to the
gossamer in the sky. “It’s the thing I weighed,” Wen said, his eyes shining.
He raised the steelyard, grabbed something from the air, and placed it in the
steelyard’s tray. When he finished, he turned it over and weighed a new one.
He was gasping for breath. The old man watched anxiously, his head
following the movements. He prattled on, “Then we don’t have to be afraid
of floods anymore, do we?” As he spoke, he drooled and his hands shook.
He seemed to have one foot in the grave. Nearsighted, he moved closer and
closer, trying to get a good look at the steelyard. He was getting in the way
of Wen’s work. Wen shoved him indignantly, and he fell to the ground.

Just then, the old woman who had hidden in the wardrobe came out. She
sat at the entrance, smiling—revealing her toothless mouth. She’d been
crying just now. What had made her so happy? “I, I, I . . . ,” she said with
her sunken mouth. Carpenter Wen dropped the steelyard with a thud; his
forehead was covered with sweat. As if waking from a dream, the old man
asked him, “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” “Even weighing this four or
five times in a row, it weighed nothing at all. Could this mean . . .” He held
his head dejectedly as if it would explode. “This happens often. Often.” The
old man did his best to console him. But he snarled and ran off holding his
head. He didn’t even take his steelyard. The old man picked it up. He
wanted to imitate Wen and weigh mirages plucked from the air. The old
woman was exhilarated. But whatever they did, they couldn’t catch any
weight. Time after time, the steelyard swung down. They worked hard for a
long time but had nothing to show for it. They had to give up. While this
was going on, the two brothers kept watching.

The old couple stood watching the sky: the gossamer was thickening,
and soon it congealed into large drops of water dripping down. I retreated to
the house to escape the rain. Why weren’t these two old people afraid of the
rain? Across the street, the brothers shouted, “Flood! Flood . . .” Their
voices gradually faded into the distance. The old woman looked up, as
though swallowing the falling rain. What the old man did was even more



straightforward: he simply lay down on the ground, letting the rainwater
splash silt on his face. He closed his eyes and slept. I looked around a little
in their home, hoping to find a bite to eat. This home was strange: it didn’t
have even a stick of furniture. Had it been dashed away by the flood? Or
had there never been any? If so, did they sleep on the floor? There was a jar
on the stove. I climbed up and took a look. What I saw scared me so much I
nearly fell. My heart pounded for a long time. That large jar was full of the
red scorpions that I’d seen before. When I recalled the one that wouldn’t
die, I had goose bumps all over. Ah, they’d been raising these things at
home. I saw two of them climb up the edge of the jar trying to get out. On
another side of the stove was a willow basket: inside was the bacon that was
so delicious. But now I didn’t dare go over and eat it. The old woman came
in. “Rat, did you find some food?” she asked. How’d she know? Then she
waved her hand and “hissed” twice, and the two scorpions went down. She
took meat out of the basket, cut it, and put it in a dish. She sat down and
chewed the bacon slowly in her toothless mouth. She’d forgotten I was
hungry. I pulled her trouser leg with my mouth, but she remained indifferent
—absorbed in her meditation. Desperate, I bit her leg and swallowed down
a mouthful of her flesh. Oh! I’d become a house mouse! I was so ashamed.
She moved and leaned against the wall, muttering, “I—I’m in so much pain
. . .” I had bitten very deep—close to the bone, but I’d drawn no blood. Her
flesh was a little sour; it tasted pretty good. In a daze, I looked at the
wound; I wanted to take another bite. But the old man came in. He grabbed
a wooden stick and hit me. I thought my spine was broken. I lay on my
stomach in the middle of the room, unable to move. “Leave him here to
die!” the old woman screamed. Then, supporting each other, the two exited.
They locked the door from the outside.

Except for my eyeballs, which could still turn, my whole body was
paralyzed. Was I going to die? She’d left me there to die. Did this mean that
I still had to wait a while before I actually died? I lay on my stomach on the
floor and thought and thought. I thought of that pasture, where an eagle
circled overhead every day. I’d been accustomed to that scene. But one day,
she flew so high that even though I had great eyesight, I could only look on
helplessly as she disappeared into the blue sky. At that time, the whole
pastureland was ebullient: all of my species emerged from their hiding
places. They ran wildly all over the pastureland: everything was chaotic.
The eagle never appeared again. Just then, I saw the house mouse. Hadn’t



he died? I’d seen with my own eyes that his head was separated from his
body. Maybe he was a brother of the dead one. God, even his expression
was the same! I grew quite emotional, though I didn’t know exactly why.
He approached me and smelled my butt. How strange: it was like a bird
pecking at my butt, and the tickling revived me. Then I saw the bloody
mess in his mouth. Ah, he was eating me. I grew so excited that my
paralysis vanished. I turned and looked at my butt: he had bitten a hole in it.
Although I was in pain, the tickling that had revived me was a lot better
than the paralysis I had just experienced. I approached him, hoping he
would take another bite out of me. But he’d eaten his fill and was weary of
eating. He didn’t even smell me, but withdrew and stayed there watching
me. The more I saw of him, the more I felt he was like the already dead
mouse. Could he be his twin brother? That one also had a white spot on his
left leg . . . How could this be merely coincidental? I remembered again that
the old woman had just said I would die. Was I still going to die now? How
would I die? I was facing this mouse. Before long, his swollen stomach
flattened. He had a really good digestive system. When he looked at me
again with starvation in his eyes, an idea came to me. I showed him my
meaty chest, hoping he would take another bite. He looked me up and
down, but didn’t bite. Once, I thought he was going to, but he just licked
my hair, as if vacillating. In the end, he abandoned the idea again. After
another cunning glance at me, he squeezed into the hole at the foot of the
wall. I was disappointed! A kind of odd disappointment. What on earth did
I want? Did I want to become him? He had a clear-cut objective in life, as
well as his own home (that hole). He had never been like me—wandering
around and choosing homes at random. Mouse—oh mouse, why didn’t you
eat me? I, I didn’t know what I should do with my body. To me, this body
was now superfluous.

In the corner of the room, I licked the hole he’d bitten in my butt. The
hole wasn’t bleeding nor did it hurt. Could the mouse’s saliva be a narcotic?
I did my best to recall how I felt the moment he bit me, and I could only
vaguely remember that it felt like being pecked by a bird. Maybe even this
feeling wasn’t real. Maybe I wasn’t aware at all when he gnawed at my
butt. Look, the mouse had come out again. He stared greedily at me with his
shiny eyes, but he stood at the opening to the hole with no intention of
coming over. When I walked a bit closer to him, he retreated a little into the
hole. I was crestfallen. I gradually realized my real status in the slums.



The slums were my home, and also the hardest place for me to understand.
Generally speaking, I didn’t make a deliberate effort to understand it.
Destiny drove me from one place to another. I’d been underground, I’d been
to the city, and I’d lived in all kinds of homes in the slums. There were
often crises in my life: the threat of death was ongoing, but I was still alive.
Could this be because my ancestors were living in the depths of my
memory and protecting me? Oh—that boundless pasture, that eagle
disappearing into the vast qi, those kin who lay on their stomachs in the
underbrush! Thinking of them, I felt I knew everything and was capable of
anything. But this was in my memory. The reality was absolutely different.
In reality, I knew almost nothing, though I had experienced so much . . .

Part Five

I climbed this simply constructed blockhouse: as far as the eye could see,
the rows of thatched slum houses were quietly bending their heads in the
mist. I knew their humility was feigned. All these houses harbored sinister
intentions. But I had to live in them. I was a son of this mystical land. Sure,
it was gloomy here, but I was used to it. I had grown up here. Now in the
midst of dreariness, I meditated constantly. I couldn’t get a good look at the
inside of the thatched huts. They were too dark inside. Their design had
totally ignored the way eyes function. Once when I moved into a house, I
thought only two people lived there. Later, I found out there were twelve! I
cowered in a corner of the stove: the fire came close to lapping at my skin
and hair. They never stopped cooking because they had twelve stomachs to
feed. With only one room, they slept anywhere. Two of them even slept
under the bed. At midnight, I couldn’t locate any of them. They had
disappeared. I stood on the stove and ran my eyes over the empty home. I
wondered why I couldn’t keep up with these people’s train of thought.

Once, I had moved into a house where I thought the family was small
and simple. I was happy because I’d be able to get a good night’s sleep. But
at midnight, an earthquake almost jolted me from the stove to the floor! By
grabbing the iron hook from which bacon hung on the wall, I managed—
just barely—to keep my footing. I looked back: seven or eight people were
breakdancing wildly. They seemed drunk. They were being flung from one



wall to another. They resembled each other, so they must be from this
family. Then where were they in the daytime? Some rooms were actually
deserted; they just pretended to be inhabited—a garbage can and a broom at
the entrance, and the door closed but not locked. I pushed against the door,
entered, jumped up to the stove, and slept in the corner. I awakened at
midnight and still saw no one. I jumped down and looked for something to
eat, but found nothing. The house smelled of mold. Evidently it had been
unoccupied for ages. I slunk around in the darkness, a little fearful. Just
then, I heard a sigh. The sound came from the ceiling. The woman who had
sighed didn’t seem to be in pain. Probably she was simply tired. But the
sound was incessant, and I couldn’t stand it. My chest was about to explode,
and so I dashed out and wandered all night in the cold. Sure, most of the
time I blended into the landlords’ lives. I hated them, because they always
closed in on me, and yet, and yet, I was curious about their lives—those
lives that I usually found incomprehensible. In the end, my relations with
them deteriorated each time, and I left in search of another home to live in.
It upset me to think of this. When was this blockhouse built? My
impression was that although conspiracies riddled the slums, no major
disturbance had occurred. So what was the point of building this
blockhouse? To resist outside enemies? City people certainly wouldn’t
come to these lowlands. People here and in the city had nothing to do with
each other. I couldn’t imagine where any enemies would come from.

It was getting dark. I ran down from the blockhouse that had gradually
turned ice-cold. Another one of my species was running in front of me. He
had a somewhat longer body than mine, and a bigger skull, too. A spot of
white hair was growing on his left hind leg, somewhat resembling the two
house mice I knew so well. But he wasn’t a house mouse! He ran to the
small pond and jumped in. My God! I certainly wouldn’t jump into the icy
water! At first he was still visible. He swam and swam, then disappeared.
Clearly, he had dived deep. I stared blankly for a while at the edge of the
pond. I thought of what had happened early this morning: the woman of the
house had thrown me out. She disliked my dirtying the stove in her home.
That wasn’t true, though. I ate and slept on the stove every day and so I
couldn’t avoid leaving a little trace of my presence, could I? But she
couldn’t put up with it! She was obsessed with hygiene. When she had
nothing to do, she swept and dusted. This made absolutely no sense. I had
never known any other slum dweller who did that. Such a simple, crude



house. Even if it was spotless, it looked no different from any other houses
here. But this woman (I knew the others called her Auntie Shrimp) never
gave me a break. If I tracked in a little dirt, she brandished a broom and
swore at me for a long time. At mealtime, she wouldn’t tolerate my
dropping a single grain of rice or a sliver of vegetable onto the stove. She
scrubbed my fur viciously with a brush every day, not stopping until I
screamed. As for her, she spent a lot of time taking baths in the wooden
basin. Whenever she had time, she heated water and bathed and washed her
hair, as if she wanted to scrub away a layer of skin. Auntie Shrimp loved to
talk at midnight. Maybe she was talking in her sleep. She always called me
“the little mouse.” She tossed and turned in that wide bed and talked
incessantly: “The little mouse doesn’t care about hygiene. This is
dangerous. There’s pestilence all around. If you don’t want to get sick, you
have to be strict about hygiene. My parents told me this secret. The year
they went north and left me behind, they urged me to clean up every day. I
was a sensible girl . . .”

Early one morning, she stood up in bed and shouted, “Mouse, did you
take a bath today? Something smells rotten!” She got out of bed and
scrubbed me with the brush. It hurt so much that I screamed. I had always
slept on the stove, but one day all of a sudden that displeased her. She said I
had turned the stove into something unlike a stove. She said if this
continued, she and I would both come down with the plague. With this, she
threw out the jar that I slept in. Broken-hearted, I was going to jump down
from the stove, and then I glimpsed the murderous intent on her face. Oh—
was she going to kill me? Her face was flushed; she held a kitchen knife in
her hand. I thought that the moment I jumped down from the stove, she
would chop me into pieces. And so I hesitated and retreated to a corner of
the stove, making room for her to clean the stove. But she didn’t do that.
She kept saying, “Aren’t you coming down? You aren’t coming down?” As
she spoke, she brandished the knife and pressed the back of the knife
against me. I had to risk my life and jump down. She twirled the knife and
chopped. Luckily, I dodged out of the way in time, and she chopped the
muddy floor. The door was open, so I rushed out. Behind me, she shouted
abuse, saying that if she saw any trace of me, she would kill me. How had
my relationship with her evolved to this point? At first, when I drifted to her
home, she had been so genial! She not only fed me well, she also arranged
for me to sleep in a jar, saying this would keep the flames from lapping at



my hair. But before long I experienced her mysophobia. At the time, I
didn’t think it was a serious problem. One day, she suggested cutting off my
claws (because they were filthy). That’s when I began to be on guard. What
kind of woman was she? I started avoiding her. Luckily, it was all talk and
no action. And so I kept my claws.

She cleaned the house so thoroughly that it created endless trouble for
her. For example, she had to brush the soles of her shoes whenever she
entered the house. She covered the windows and doors with heavy cloth.
The inside of the house became as dark as a basement. She used much more
water than other people did to clean vegetables, wash dishes, and take
baths. She was forever going to the well to fetch water. She was always
busy. I didn’t know how she made a living. Perhaps her parents had left her
some money. She wasn’t much interested in men. She merely stood in the
doorway, idiotically watching a particular man’s silhouette, but she never
brought a man home. She was probably afraid outsiders would make her
house dirty. But then how had she taken a liking to me in the first place, and
even let me in? I was even dirtier than those men, wasn’t I? And I rarely
bathed with water. When I first arrived, she combed my hair with an old
comb. After combing my messy hair, she threw the comb into the garbage.
With some satisfaction, she pronounced me “very clean.” Now,
remembering this, I thought she was sort of deceiving herself. But she
persisted in thinking that she could do anything. She was a conceited
woman. From that day on, she brushed me every day. It hurt a lot. But at
least I was much cleaner than before. I used to get along well with her, even
though I despised her constant cleaning. Still, as long as I stayed inside the
jar on top of the stove, there was no big problem. Who could have guessed
that her mysophobia would worsen?

One day, she actually found a metal brush to brush my fur. I was bruised
all over from her brushing, and I screamed the way pigs do when being
butchered. When she let go, I ran off and cowered under the eaves of
another home. I was still bleeding from my back. After the sun set, I
couldn’t stand the cold, and I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to endure the
night and would die outside. A young girl with a pointed face noticed me.
She squatted and looked me over under the dim streetlight. Dressed in a
short-sleeved shirt, she was also shivering from the cold. “King Rat,” she
said, “you mustn’t stay here. If you do, you’ll die because it’ll freeze
tonight. Are you imitating those children? They’ve been doing this for



years. As soon as they learned to walk, they went outside to sleep. That’s
the way they’ve lived for a long time. Go on home, King Rat. If you don’t,
you’ll die.” And so I walked back slowly. Finally I was limping with almost
every step. I was cold and in pain, almost losing consciousness. When I got
home, it was probably close to midnight. The light was still on, though
Auntie Shrimp was in bed snoring. I climbed on top of the pile of firewood
next to the stove and squatted down to rest. Then, probably because of my
loud groans, Auntie Shrimp woke up. She got out of bed and looked at me
by the light of the kerosene lamp. Before long, she set the lamp down,
turned, took a jar of balm from the cupboard, and smeared it gently on my
wounds. “Mouse, why didn’t you tell me I was hurting you when I combed
your hair?” she rebuked me. This confused me greatly. What was illusion?
What was reality? Did I know this woman at all? Anyhow, the balm helped.
I could finally breathe, and then I fell asleep on the woodpile.

The very next morning, the incident that I described above happened.
Even now, I have no idea what Auntie Shrimp’s real idea was. Yet, when I
ran out of Auntie Shrimp’s home, I realized that it was indeed filthy
outside! These were the slums, after all—what could you expect? I seemed
to be stepping on human waste with each step I took. The side of the street
was filled with human waste, dog shit, and puddles of urine, heaps of
decomposed vegetable leaves, the guts of animals, and so forth. Swarms of
mosquitoes and flies were fluttering around and entering your nostrils. I
couldn’t put up with it anymore, and I climbed up that blockhouse. I sat on
top of the blockhouse for a long time without recovering my equilibrium. I
didn’t understand: How had the outside environment worsened so much in
the few months that I had lived in Auntie Shrimp’s home? People said that
the slums had never been clean, but I had been almost oblivious to that.
Now the filth had completely polluted the air—so much that I wanted to
throw up. Even though I was on top of the blockhouse, I still felt that
everything below was a huge garbage dump. The stench rode the wind. The
people on the street looked down at their feet, covered their noses, and
hurried on. I seldom went out during the few months that I stayed with
Auntie Shrimp. And even when I did, I went no farther than the neighbors’
eaves. Otherwise, Auntie Shrimp would have constantly told me to wash
my feet and she would have scolded me mercilessly. And so, was it simply
by comparison that I finally realized how filthy the slums were? Had Auntie
Shrimp been training my senses over the last few months? Maybe I had



never before noticed that passersby covered their noses as they walked past.
Maybe the sides of the streets in the slums had always been heaped with
dirt, and I had simply never noticed. Thinking back on the past few months
of Auntie Shrimp’s slavelike life, putting myself in her shoes, and then
thinking about myself, I couldn’t help but shudder. However, I still had to
thank Auntie Shrimp—for in the past, I was covered with pus-filled
pimples, I was toxic from head to foot, and I had eaten filthy food. But after
spending a few months in her home, I had no pus-filled pimples and I
understood the importance of hygiene. People of the slums were too
apathetic. How could they have grown so lazy that they let the doorways
become dumps for waste and dirt? Not only was filth overflowing into the
air here, but it also seeped underground. The asphalt roads and the
cobblestone sidewalks were stained by a thick layer of something black and
greasy. Even the mud was dirty, filled with ash and oil. Why hadn’t I ever
noticed this before? This blockhouse, though, was clean, as if no one had
ever come up here and heaven’s wind and rain had cleaned it naturally. This
granite structure must be very old. Plumbing the depths of my memory, I
found no trace of it. Was it because no one had ever come here that it was
so clean? Why hadn’t others come up here?

I stood at the side of the pond, thinking of all kinds of things. I would
soon freeze to death. My top priority was to save my life by finding a home
to move into. I noticed a house with a door that wasn’t shut tight and
thought I’d go in and deal with any consequences later.

“Who’s there?” An old voice spoke in the dark. I curled up quietly
against the foot of the wall, afraid the man would see me, but he got up
unexpectedly, shone a kerosene lamp on me, and said, “Ah, it’s a snake.”
How the hell had I changed into a snake? He poked me with a club and I
took the opportunity to roll into the house. How bizarre this was: a
heatwave rolled through the house, and I immediately warmed up. The
stove wasn’t on, so where had the hot air come from? I saw that familiar
mouse stick his head out of the hole. Three scrawny roosters stood under
the bed. The man of the house was short and little. I couldn’t see him very
well because his head was wrapped in a white towel. He drove the roosters
out with the club, and they jumped up. One flew to the windowsill,
scattering the smell of feathers all over. When the little red-tailed rooster
passed by me, I was actually scalded! Its body was as hot as red-hot coals.
Just then, the man squatted down and looked me up and down. His face was



triangular, and his cruel eyes were hidden under bushy eyebrows. He swept
my legs with the club, and I jumped away. “This snake is really odd . . . ,”
he muttered. He still considered me a snake. Was this because I didn’t emit
heat? What were these roosters all about?

He suddenly gave a weird laugh and said, “Auntie Shrimp . . .” The
sound seemed to come from a tomb. I looked around: sure enough, Auntie
Shrimp’s face appeared at the door. She was laughing in embarrassment, but
she didn’t enter. He waved his hand, and I still thought he was going to hit
me, but his hand merely slipped past once and a heatwave dashed against
my face. I blinked: Auntie Shrimp had disappeared. The little rooster
jumped from the windowsill to his shoulder. The man stood up, and
dragging the club, circled once around the room. When the two roosters on
the floor dashed past me, scalding my nose, a blister appeared immediately
on my nose. What the hell? This old man seemed to want to find the two
roosters, but the roosters ran right past him and he didn’t even see them. He
just struck the air with his club. The little guy on his shoulder gurgled,
keeping time with his swaying. Its claws cut into his clothes. I scurried
under the bed because I was afraid he would hit me. I had barely squeezed
under the bed when something struck me in the head. I almost fainted from
the pain. When I pulled myself together, I noticed a lot of little animals that
were similar to me. They formed a circle around me. Their thermal
radiation almost prevented me from opening my eyes. Were they my kin?
How had they become so heat-resistant? In my hometown in the past, our
pasture was icebound most of the year. We hid in dugouts. We never knew
what “high temperatures” meant. What was going on now? They turned
into balls of fire, and yet they could endure this! Were they surrounding me
in order to destroy my physical being? If so, why weren’t they taking
action? At the door, Auntie Shrimp was saying to the man, “Have you
destroyed that virus? Where did he go? He goes all over the place and
might spread disease.” She actually said I was a virus! The old man
answered, “Don’t worry. This place is for high-temperature disinfecting.
We’ll take care of his problem.” “Then please do that.” Auntie Shrimp
seemed to really be leaving.

I was being roasted. I couldn’t open my eyes. Could they be treating my
virus? Those who were like my kin were glaring at me. My eyes stung, and
I shed tears. I couldn’t see. The old man swept under the bed again with his
club, and my kin ran out. He pressed me against the wall with his club. “Go



ahead—just try to run!” the old man said. I heard myself cry out twice from
the pain. My voice sounded like that of a house mouse. How could I sound
like a house mouse? I struggled, but the club didn’t budge. Soon I would
suffocate. Everything went black before my eyes. Was I going to die? It was
so hot. But suddenly the man loosened his grip on the club and said, “A
snake can’t warm up.” I touched the blister on my nose. Indeed, my claws
were ice-cold. No wonder he said I was a snake!

Had I been disinfected? I had no idea. I slowly came out from under the
bed and once more heard Auntie Shrimp’s voice: “I’ve never seen such a
clean mouse before! But he’ll be dirty again tomorrow and he’ll have to be
roasted again. Huh! If he were like the others, I’d take him back.” By “the
others,” I knew she meant the ones who were supposedly my kin. They had
become burning pieces of coal, so of course they couldn’t have viruses. But
how had they gotten like this? Auntie Shrimp didn’t seem to be planning for
me to go back. She stared at me coldly from the window. Did they really
intend to roast me like this every day? Even if they did, how could a snake
turn into a red-hot coal? My kin who had been swept out from under the
bed lined up along the foot of the wall. The old man swept across with the
club. Routed again, they scurried under the bed. Tired out from hitting
them, he stood with arms akimbo in the middle of the room and said, “You
sluggards! Watch out—my club means business!” I looked under the bed:
those little things were trembling! The little rooster flew from his shoulder
to midair, then dropped down and set off a heatwave in the room. When this
wave struck me, I fell back a few paces and leaned against the wall. I
noticed that the landlord wasn’t emitting heat, and yet he wasn’t afraid of it,
either. How come? He set down his club and took something to eat out of
the kitchen cupboard. He seemed to be eating little black balls. Judging
from his table manners, the food was hard. A cracking sound came from
between his teeth: Was he eating something metal? What strong teeth he
had! Just then, a ray of sunlight flashed in from the open door, and all at
once I got a good look at his face. A huge tumor on the left side of his face
pulled his mouth and nose to one side. The tumor was so red that it was
almost purple. To my surprise, a brass ring was pierced through the top of
it, and pus ran out from that ring. Damn, his body was so toxic, and yet he
devoted himself to disinfecting animals! People, huh? Oh, people. No way
could I understand them! He chewed and swallowed down all those little
balls. His teeth were like steel. “Yi Tinglai! Yi Tinglai!” Auntie Shrimp was



standing at the door. Why was his name Yi Tinglai—“First Responder”?
How weird! Auntie Shrimp said, “I won’t feel better until he’s as clean as
you. He always gets dirty!” The old man gave a devilish laugh. I couldn’t
see even one tooth in the dark cavity that was his mouth. How had he bitten
those little balls? “Are you leaving now? You aren’t taking him with you?”
the old man asked Auntie Shrimp. “I have to go. The road will be blocked
soon. As for the little mouse, I’ll leave him with you. I’m sorry to give you
so much trouble.” “Has the plague arrived yet?” “Yesterday. Two died. I
was afraid the little mouse would get sick, he’s so dirty.” I was alarmed by
this talk.

Once more, the man took a large plate of black balls out of the kitchen
cupboard and put it on the floor. This kind of ball was much smaller—only
a little larger than a house mouse’s poop. My kin crowded around and ate in
a hurry, making creaking sounds. I wanted to eat, too, but I was afraid they
would scald me. The man said, “You little snake-mouse, it isn’t time for
you to eat yet. They’re eating pieces of coal. Can you swallow that?”
Naturally, I wasn’t interested in letting coal burn my stomach. I didn’t think
I needed to be disinfected that way. Just then, he carried out a bowl of black
liquid, saying I should “wash my innards” with it. Noticing the bubbles on
the dirty black water, I hesitated. He bellowed, “Hurry up, or you’ll die!”
And so I started drinking. After drinking it, I felt dizzy and my heart
swelled with longing for my hometown. That pasture, that sky. Snowflakes
swirled in the sky, and my kin hid in the caves. Would they all die soon?
No, they were fine. They had diarrhea: they would get rid of all the dirty
things they’d eaten in the summer! Their insides would be clean! Ha. I was
the one with diarrhea. I’d gotten rid of a huge amount. The man focused all
his attention on me. “Are your insides clean?” he asked. I twitched my tail
to indicate I was finished. The man spread around some ashes and swept my
poop under the stove. He seemed to think poop wasn’t dirty. So why was it
necessary to wash my intestines? It was impossible to guess their thoughts.
“Auntie Shrimp left you to me to deal with,” the old man went on. “Stand
up. Let me look at you.” I went weak in the knees; I couldn’t stand up. I lay
on my stomach on the ground and couldn’t move. I thought I was going to
die. “Can’t you stand up? Forget it then. You’re all like this. Your
grandfather came calling one year and ate every last bit of my roasted pork.
But when I told him to jump up to the stove, he couldn’t do it!” The old
man chattered on and on and lay down on the bed. Then my kin who had



eaten their fill left the plate one by one, lined up against the wall, and fell
asleep.

It was getting hot in the house again, and meanwhile, strength was
returning to my legs. I tried a few times and finally stood up. It was so hot!
Really hot! The coal briquettes must be burning in the man’s and my kin’s
stomachs. They were all sleeping, as if the high temperature had left them
very content. All of a sudden, the three roosters started fighting in the
middle of the room. The two big ones attacked the little one, ripping his
crest apart. The little rooster’s face was a mass of blood. He squatted on the
floor and tried hard to hide his head amid the feathers on his chest. The
other two still didn’t let go of him: they continued attacking and pecked him
all over until his feathers fell off. Blood gushed out where they had pecked.
It looked as if he would die at the hands of his buddies. Just at this horrible
moment, he flew swiftly upward. Spreading his wings, he flew like a bird
and then dropped down heavily. He set off a heatwave in the house, and I
was about to suffer a heatstroke. He struggled a few times on the floor, then
lay motionless. The other two crowded around and pecked at his feathers,
stripping him of one bunch after another. They worked brutally and rapidly,
and soon the little rooster was absolutely bald. While the roosters were
creating an uproar, my kin were sleeping, but one house mouse emerged.
He was exactly like one that I’d seen in another home in the past—also with
a white spot on his left hind leg. He exerted himself to bite the little rooster
on the back and ripped off a piece of flesh. He ate it right away. After eating
one piece, he went back to tear off another piece, turning the little rooster’s
back into a large cavity. By the light shooting in from the door, I could see
the guts in the cavity. The house mouse came over to me with the flesh in
his mouth, and—showing off—he chewed it. I smelled a strong rotten
stench. Was it the odor of this flesh? Hadn’t the little rooster just died? His
flesh should have still been fresh, shouldn’t it? Oh! The little featherless
rooster actually stood up shakily! The hole in his back was very
conspicuous. He walked shakily over to me! The house mouse—still with
the flesh in his mouth—scurried into the hole. The little rooster’s naked
body was pale, and the blood on the crest congealed. He stared at me with
round eyes. I sensed that if he came a bit closer, I would be burned by his
thermal radiation. He jumped a few times, and some little marblelike balls
bounced out of the cavity in his back and dropped to the floor, igniting
flames. They soon burned up, leaving no trace. He jumped some more, and



a few more balls flew out. I watched idiotically. He jumped and jumped, not
stopping until his body was empty. Then he fell onto the floor. His thermal
radiation vanished. I walked over and poked him. God, all that was left was
one layer of skin! Even his bones were gone. As I considered looking more
closely at this little pile of dirt, the man on the bed spoke.

“He came here deliberately to exact revenge, and he died in my house. I
can’t stand dead things. I hate the sight of death. I was afraid of nightmares
for quite a while, and so I worked even harder at disinfecting the place.”
With that, he got out of bed and squatted next to the little rooster’s remains.
Shifting it with tongs, he muttered, “It’s the plague, isn’t it? The plague.” I
thought to myself, He’s been burned out. All that’s left is a little empty skin.
How can it hold the plague? Since this was the plague, why didn’t he throw
it out immediately instead of moving it with the tongs? Suddenly he turned
to me, stared vengefully with his triangular eyes, and scolded, “You! What
are you looking at? This is nothing for you—a snake—to see!” I was afraid
he would stab me with the tongs, and so I scurried under the bed. From
there, I saw him drop the rooster skin into a bowl and place the bowl in the
kitchen cupboard. I was shocked! This person didn’t do what he said, but
just the opposite! The other two roosters came out, too. They circled the
man and yelled. They flew up and pecked him. Were they protesting? And
if so, what were they protesting? They had all (including the mouse)
dismembered the little rooster, and now when the man had put his remains
into the cupboard, were they unhappy with that? Why was this room so hot?
The man stuck his head under the bed and asked, “Snake, do you want to
eat? I won’t give you charcoal briquettes because if you eat them, you’ll be
burned so much you won’t even leave any ashes behind. I’ll give you this,
okay?” He threw a big bunch of grass under the bed. I was no herbivore.
When I left the grass in disgust and went over to the wall to sleep, the
fragrance emitted by the grass drew me back. What was this scent? I tried a
few bites. This succulent thing left green juice at the corners of my mouth. I
was so excited! I was about to jump up. I wanted so much to jump to some
other place, though I couldn’t say where. It seemed connected with
shadows. And so I scurried to the shadows behind the big cupboard. Oh!
The scent of the grass grew stronger. My longing for home tortured me.
Why was I still staying in these slums that were like garbage cans? I
mustn’t hesitate: I must rush back to my hometown. My brain was about to
explode with memories of her. But my legs were so thin and weak: it took a



lot of effort to go to the city just once. I didn’t know the way to the
grasslands—it was thousands of miles away, so remote. I might die on the
way. I shouldn’t think about these things. Covered all over with the virus, I
could only stay in this garbage can, cleaning up and being disinfected all
day long. Why did he feed me grass from my homeland? Did he intend to
shatter my longing to go back home? Was it all about what he was doing?
Did he think this would be good for me? Oh, my home, my hometown—In
this life, I could never return. I had never imagined that I would be able to
eat grass from my home—sure, this grass was from there. I remembered so
clearly: this was what my ancestors ate every day long, long ago before I
was born. Had this landlord been there? Or was an envoy traveling between
the two places? While pondering this, I fell asleep. Someone was talking in
my dream. It was Auntie Shrimp. Auntie Shrimp said I could walk to the
grasslands. “You just need to try, and your legs will get stronger.” What did
she mean? I’d better get up fast and try this. I opened my eyes with an effort
and saw the landlord look under the bed. His staring triangular eyes freaked
me out. He said, “Over there on the corner, two snakes were burned to
death. The entire region is being disinfected. How could they escape? Huh.”
He told me to come out.

I walked out shakily and saw that he had once more placed the dish of
the little rooster’s remains on the floor. He told me to eat that little thing. I
didn’t want to. He struck me in the head repeatedly with the wooden club. I
passed out and then came to. After a while, I really couldn’t stand this. I
decided I’d better suppress my nausea and swallow this little thing. After
doing that, I felt ill. I rolled my eyes. I wanted to throw up, but I couldn’t
stand up. I lay on my stomach on the floor. The house mouse stuck his head
out of the hole in front of me and looked at me with a weird expression.
What? Was he waiting to eat me? Just look at his expression! I was
nauseated again, and everything blurred before my eyes. Oh, he was
nipping at my face! I was losing my mind and stood up. He kept biting me
and wouldn’t let go, as if stuck to my face. I thought he must have bitten
through my face. I couldn’t move. If I moved, a piece of skin with hair
would be ripped from my face. From above, the landlord said, “Snake, oh
snake. This is testing your endurance.” I smelled sewage on the house
mouse’s body. He was so filthy, and yet the old man let him live in his home
and run about as he pleased. All of a sudden, he let go of my face. I rubbed
my face with my front claws. It wasn’t too bad—he had probably just



chewed a few tooth cavities. The odd thing was that this fiendish thing
immediately fell over in front of me, his belly swollen and black blood
running out of his mouth. He’d been poisoned! My body was hypertoxic!
How come the old man’s disinfectant hadn’t worked? Had he really wanted
to rid me of poison, or had he wanted to turn me into a hypertoxic substance
and use me to poison the mouse?

He was sitting with his back to me. The view of his back resembled
something I was familiar with. I gave it a lot of thought, and at last I figured
out what he reminded me of: he was like the person-shaped rock in my
hometown! It had come to the surface out of the mud and stood straight up
in the center of the pasture. It was like a person, but it wasn’t one. Many of
my kin loved to run around it. “You mustn’t stare at me all the time. I came
from the pasture,” he said without turning around. Lined up against the
wall, my kin listened attentively. Now I saw that all of us had come from
the pasture! I remembered the harsh climate, the crystal-clear blue sky, the
summer which passed so quickly that it seemed unreal, the countless secrets
concealed in the underbrush, the eagles circling in the sky all day without
tiring . . . These recollections were killing me. I wished I could abandon my
physical body and blend into that place . . . I had no idea how I could
remember things that happened in the era of my great-grandfather’s
generation and even his father’s. Those things could appear in my mind at
any time and be compared with the shape my life had taken now. I knew
that, even if it were possible to go back, I would be unable to adapt to that
climate. More than half my kin died there every year just as early winter
descended. If I were there, I’d surely be the first to die. There was no plague
in the grasslands. You just felt bone-penetrating cold, and then your heart
stopped beating. And so my kin didn’t say someone had “died,” but said
someone had “chilled.” Although I wasn’t there, I remembered that black-
tailed guy. He lay there facing up, watching the gray clouds massed above
him, opening his mouth slightly, and not moving. He was as cold as ice—
rigid. I remembered, too, that year after year, even though new kin were
born, our numbers were decreasing. I didn’t remember whether we had fled
later. We must have. Otherwise, how could these kin here in the slums,
including me, have arrived here? “Let me take the little mouse home, let me
take the little mouse home, let me . . .” Auntie Shrimp kept saying this
outside the door, but she didn’t come in. Maybe she was afraid of the heat.



The slums were my home. This home wasn’t exactly what I wanted:
everything was difficult, and perils lurked at every turn. But this was the
only home I had. My only option was to stay here. I used to have a
homeland, but I couldn’t go back to my homeland. It was useless to yearn
for her. I stayed in these slums of mine: my eyes were turbid, my legs thin
and weak, my innards poisoned over and over again. I endured, I endured.
That gigantic eagle in the sky over my native place appeared in my mind—
and brought me strength.



OUR HUMAN NEIGHBORS

I’m a middle-aged male magpie who lives in the suburbs. Some tall
poplars stand next to the primary school, and my home is set up in one of
them. Originally my parents, brothers, and sisters, as well as my
grandparents, lived here, but now they’ve all disappeared.

Let me tell you about my nest. Sturdy, beautiful, and symmetrical, my
nest is something to be proud of. It’s practical and stable, with an ingenious
opening. It’s particularly cozy inside. The outer layer is made of mud and
grass, and the inner layer is made of fur and feathers. This dark, soft home
gives us great happiness. Back then, my wife and I pulled together and
worked hard to build this unusual nest. I fancied a certain attractive willow
twig. It would serve as the best possible roof beam. Sure, it was heavy, but I
was young, and I picked it up all at once in my beak. But just before I could
fly to the sky with it, an urchin ran up and pounced on me with an iron-
tipped bamboo pole. He hit me hard in the back. My beak relaxed its grip,
and the twig fell to the ground. Even now, I can’t figure out why he wanted
it. And after he picked it up, he broke it in half and fiercely stuck the two
parts into the mud. I was injured and had to stop working on the nest for the
next ten days. During that time, my wife kept nagging me: “Don’t irritate
those people, don’t irritate those people . . .” I was so ashamed. After that, I
didn’t dare look for stuff near the primary school. I went over to a hill and
carried wood materials back. It was a long way away, and sometimes this
took a whole day. I would carry a load for a while and then rest a while. I
admired my wife: she could always find suitable materials in our
neighborhood. She was much more efficient than I. The main thing was that
she had never provoked those people; I don’t know how she had managed
this.

In the end, we did finish the nest before winter. At that time, twenty-one
magpie nests were built in these poplars, like babies born to the trees. I had
compared all of them to ours. I felt that the nest my wife and I had built was
the most impressive and its design the most ingenious. It was also much
cozier than the others. Maybe we were congenitally different from the



others and had a kind of innate skill? But my wife never thought of it in this
way. For some reason, although our nest was well fortified, I felt uneasy,
worried that people would shoot us. When I crouched there at night, I was
afraid that some schoolboy would quietly climb the tree and smash our nest
with a tool. I couldn’t help feeling anxious; this was a consequence of my
injury. Still, it turned out okay; our lives were tranquil and meaningful.

Now let me tell you about the small garden. Behind the school was a little
garden that no one took care of. Wildflowers grew there—rhododendron,
balsam, canna, gardenias. So many varieties! The soil was fertile, and an
abandoned pool was filled with dried leaves. The little garden was where
we foraged for food; it supported us. We often went there for meetings—we
would have discussions as we hunted for food. We made an awful lot of
noise. The sound of magpies is hard to take, but the monotonous language
is full of warmth—and you can understand it if you only try.

A skinny woman often sat on a stone bench next to the pool staring at it
blankly. I observed her for a long time: How were she and the pool
connected? Had her children drowned in it? Or was she thinking of
committing suicide by throwing herself into the pool? I thought her gaze
was eerie. But my wife didn’t think so. She said this woman was
intellectual and sentimental. My wife’s perception was always accurate.
One time, I was searching for insects under the rhododendron. When I
looked up, I saw that the woman had passed out and fallen off the stone
bench. At the moment, no one else was there—not my wife and not our
neighbors, either. I was extremely worried. I hopped onto the woman and
screeched loudly, over and over. Later, she slowly regained consciousness.
The first thing she did after she came to was to grab me. God, I’d never
been captured before. I didn’t move. My heart was beating like waves in a
big river. She stood up slowly, took two steps, and knelt down next to the
pool. The pool was full of water. What was she doing? She pushed me
down in the water. I don’t know how long it was before she threw me into
the wildflowers and walked away. I recall that when I was in the water, I
actually felt sort of lucky. I was drenched. When the wind blew, I shook
from the cold. It was then that I finally realized that I hadn’t died. I was still
alive. And the several insects I had found were still beside me. I had to
carry them back to the nest; my wife was sitting on her eggs at the time. I



hastily mustered my energy, spread my wings, and let the wind blow the
water away and dry my wings. I shouted to myself, “This is wonderful!”

My wife listened quietly to my story, her eyes shining with emotion.
Later, baffled, she asked me, “It’s impossible to understand what’s going on
in people’s minds, isn’t it?” I absolutely agreed with her. I certainly couldn’t
understand what I had just experienced. Afterward, I ran into this woman
one more time. I couldn’t help approaching her, but she didn’t pay any
attention to me.

I’d also like to tell you how my magpie relatives gradually faded away. It
was really lively back then! First thing in the morning, our singing could be
heard everywhere. Human beings thought that our language was too
monotonous, too ear piercing, too intrusive. Wherever we gathered in large
numbers, people glared. We were too self-absorbed. It was understandable
that people reacted this way. To tell the truth, I didn’t like it when we made
too much noise, either, but as soon as we got together we couldn’t control
ourselves: everyone made a screeching sound. It was really unpleasant.
How had we come up with this kind of language? I thought about this
frequently, but I couldn’t understand, no matter how hard I tried. When I
was a child, I asked my father about it. He glared at me and told me to shut
up. He said indignantly, “How dare you doubt your own species?” After
that, I didn’t dare ask anyone.

Our silhouettes were everywhere—in the little garden, on top of the
nearby classrooms, and in the playground. Temperamentally, we were
carefree birds. Why wouldn’t we speak out loud? The weather was so good,
there were insects to eat, more family members were constantly being
hatched, there was entertainment everywhere, we had new games to play
every day—we had millions of reasons to yell and make noise. The kids
who chased us with bamboo brooms unexpectedly turned into our
playthings, too. We teased them, and they held up their brooms and hit at us
repeatedly. Their faces flushed as they struck out at us. They were annoyed.
That was truly our golden age, the age of sunshine!

The school gardener was a woman more than fifty years old. She had
small eyes and a sallow face, and often wore an artificial smile. She loved
watching the children chase us. She raised her long arms and slapped them
on her thighs, unable to contain her mirth. This disgusted me. She spent



much of her time watching us, as if she had nothing better to do. I thought
this was quite fishy. But she treated us well. She dug out the earth next to
the shrubs with a hoe, exposing the insects to attract us.

Later, I noticed that it was because of this school gardener that some of
us began disappearing. No one knew how they vanished; no one ever saw a
magpie being hunted and killed. The plot was carried out quietly. Everyone
except my wife and me thought highly of the school gardener. That
assessment reminded me of what my wife thought of the skinny woman
next to the pool. Could it be that people who were near magpies were all
fond of killing? My father said that this woman “clearly understood the
profound mysteries of the natural world.” In Father’s eyes, she was almost
an irresistible spirit. And so Father sacrificed himself early.

It was a pleasant morning when Father and I went to the playground
together. The ground was damp from an earlier shower, and from a distance
we saw the school gardener digging there. I was touched, thinking that she
was really considerate of us. We flew over and saw the school gardener
remove her red-orange work hat and raise it to the sky when she stretched.
She looked at us out of the corners of her eyes with a jeering expression.
But that lasted only for a split second; then she put on a poker face. On the
alert, I put some distance between her and me. As I looked for insects, I
kept stealing glances at her. She was so hot that her body was radiating
heat. I wanted to run over and peck at her butt! But Father wasn’t the least
bit alarmed by her. He followed close behind her, as if he were her pet. On
the other side of the playground, children were shouting; they were
apparently fighting. Several children fell to the ground, while another group
continued fighting. I didn’t like seeing bloody scenes, so I turned my back.

Later on, I ate too much and got sleepy. I lay down under a bush and
dozed for a short time. When I woke up, Father was no longer there. The
school gardener was gone, too. The red-orange hat had been placed on the
bush. I thought Father had gone home, and so I flew back. But Father
wasn’t there.

The strange thing was that Mama knew Father had disappeared from the
school gardener’s side, yet she kept complaining that Father had “gone off
to live a comfortable life alone.” She was rather angry but not at all sad. I
didn’t understand why. I unintentionally mentioned the red-orange work hat
to Mama. I didn’t expect that Mama would grow excited:

“Oh, that’s it! That hat! Oh, that’s it! That hat! Oh . . .”



She screeched on and on—repeatedly making the same irrelevant point.
All I could do was leave.

Later, when I told my wife about this, her reply was also irrelevant. This
was the first time I had felt alone.

My wife, however, said something that made me uneasy. She said, “You
need to take better care of your mama.”

I felt she was implying more than she said, and so I had to be more
careful just in case.

The next day, I went to the school again. The school gardener was still
weeding and acting as if nothing had happened. I put a lot of distance
between us. In the entire morning, only a few neighbors came by. My ma
didn’t show up at all.

When I went home near evening, my wife told me that my ma had
disappeared.

“But I was watching the school gardener the whole time!”
“You’re really set in your ways,” my wife reproached me.
My wife didn’t tell me what she had guessed, but I thought she knew

what was going on. Sure enough, three days later, as we were at the door to
our nest watching the sun set, she said, “There are all kinds of ways to play
the game. You have a one-track mind.”

I didn’t utter a word. She was right: in fact, I wasn’t good at considering
all angles. I couldn’t imagine where my mother might have gone. I had
perched here for ages. Crossing over to the other side of the school
enclosure would be out of our domain. If we saw a confused guy fly to the
west side of the department store, we would be almost frightened to death.
Of course, no one would try such foolish things except for one crazy bird.
Sure enough, he had never returned. But Mama hadn’t gone crazy; she was
always clear-headed. Still, my wife was quite good at predictions, but she
wouldn’t repeat them to anyone.

A few days later, one of our neighbors in the next tree went missing.
That was a stretch of scary days: after three months, only ten birds in our
clan were left—and that included our two children. That’s when my
eyesight began blurring. Time after time, I saw overlapping images
everywhere. Even when I looked at my children, I didn’t see two of them
but six of them. Only when I looked at my wife did I see just one image. As
for the neighbors, they became a large flock of countless things. And so I



still felt surrounded by an enormous clan. My wife was happy that I felt this
way; she didn’t want me to feel downcast because of loneliness.

But one noon, they all disappeared, leaving only my wife
and me. I stood on a branch of the poplar and saw a lot of children and
some adults running around, all grasping long bamboo poles and shouting.
Even I—a magpie who was not very nimble—could sense disaster coming.
My wife laughed grimly. Not seeming to mind in the least, she was pecking
at a hole on the branch, as though investigating whether something was
escaping from the inside. Suddenly, I began to suspect that I was seeing a
hallucination produced by my double vision. When I asked my wife about
this, she calmly answered, “That’s it. It’s a hallucination. However, an
urchin is climbing the tree; he’s destroying our neighbor’s home. He’s
efficient with his tools.”

The whole tree was swaying, and I didn’t dare go over to watch. I said to
my wife, “Let’s fly away.”

“No.” She said resolutely, “We’ll go home.”
“Why go home now? He probably intends to smash our home, too. We

have no way to defend ourselves from humans.”
But my wife was going home, and I’d better stay close to her and get

into the nest.
Snuggling up to each other, we shivered at the door of our home. I heard

her heart thumping. How strange this was: her heart was in her chest, and
yet I could hear it; my heart was in my chest, and yet I couldn’t hear it at
all! At this moment, my vision was very clear; I saw no overlapping
images. I saw that red-orange work hat. It wasn’t an urchin just now. It was
the school gardener. She climbed up until she came face to face with us.

My wife inclined her head, as though flames were shooting from that
person’s eyes. She said to me, “This is truly surprising: I saw your mother
in her eyes.”

Nothing happened. She clumsily and slowly descended, and our gaze
followed her into the distance. Why did she have to destroy our neighbors’
nest? It had been abandoned long ago. Was she threatening us?

That night, my wife and I felt terribly lonely: we buried our heads in
each other’s wings, and we each sensed a deep cavity in the other’s body.
But after just a day passed, both of us felt stronger. We even went so far as
to fly to the playground and wait for her to appear, but the school gardener
didn’t show up again.



Okay, let me talk some more about those people. There were more and
more people, and they built houses along the little roads in front of and
behind the school. Originally, there had been only two thatched cottages
here, which seemed to belong to two school janitors. Now there were at
least fifty houses with tile roofs. The residents were people whose identities
were unclear. They didn’t like to talk, and their faces were expressionless.
In the morning, each of them went out carrying a bag; men and women
dressed the same. I had stopped over on their eaves and heard the din they
made inside. They often came to blows inside the house, sometimes even
breaking the windows and frightening me. But as soon as they went out,
they turned taciturn and melancholy. I wondered what kind of work they
did. Were they under a lot of pressure?

My intuition told me that these people were hostile to us, and I said to
my wife, “You were right to tell me not to provoke those people.”

It didn’t occur to me that my wife would say, “These people aren’t the
same as the people from before. We should get in touch with them.”

I had always respected my wife; many of the things she said to me were
predictions which were realized later. Then how was I to understand what
she was saying now?

I perched on the tile roofs and watched them and eavesdropped on their
conversations, and when they flung the bags they were carrying onto the
tables at outdoor bars, I went so far as to fly over right away and rummage
in their bags. But my cleverness in such trivial matters didn’t do any good: I
didn’t discover anything, and I had no idea what I should do to “get in touch
with them.”

I noticed that the way my wife treated these people was neither servile
nor overbearing. She often went to the ditches near their homes to grab
insects to eat. Sometimes she perched on their doors and watched
cockfights.

“Their passion for life went up a notch today,” she reported excitedly to
me.

But as I saw it, they didn’t have any passion for life. They merely had a
kind of unusual pastime: to shut the door and fight (maybe it was a quarrel;
I couldn’t get a good look at what was going on inside). What did my wife
mean by their passion?



“You’re really getting old. Didn’t you notice that they’re consuming
more and more kerosene in their oil lamps?”

“What oil lamps?”
“The ones that light their homes at night.”
Measuring the level of passion for life by the consumption of oil in the

lamps? All at once, I got it. My wife was remarkable! Just think: these glum
people were exhausted from working all day in the city. After eating and
cleaning up, they lay down and went to sleep: that certainly didn’t count as
feeling passionate about life. But now, they lit the oil lamps at home and
engaged in all kinds of activities (I don’t know exactly what activities).
Sure enough, this was a huge change!

To verify this, my wife and I furtively flew over to the rooftops and
squatted there. We heard explosive sounds ringing out of every house.
Sometimes, bullets even flew out of their windows and whizzed in the air.
Hearing all this, my wife and I were both frightened and excited. We
wanted to fly away, and yet we also wanted to stay here longer . . . oh, what
exciting nights those were! Wine bottles dropping and breaking! Oh, the
odd cries unlike human sounds!

After we returned home, my wife said, “We’re really lucky.” I remember
that when she said this, we were distinctly aware that a huge monster had
climbed our tree, and our nest was shaking violently. This had never
happened before. My wife and I were thinking the same thing: this was
revenge for our having eavesdropped on their indoor activities. In that
moment, we could have flown away, but for some reason we didn’t move.
We trembled in the nest, hoping that the thing would descend quickly.

Later, something happened. We passed out, but we didn’t die. We were
shaken out of the nest and fell to the ground. What kind of fierce beast was
this?

“It’s the school gardener,” my wife said.
“Impossible!” I shouted. “The school gardener is just an old woman.

How could she be so heavy? That thing is like an elephant. Look! The old
poplar tree has been crushed and three branches were broken!”

My wife said nothing. She was deep in thought, her expression
absentminded.

Maybe it really was the school gardener. Her hat had fallen under the
tree. Maybe she was a shapeshifter.



I flew several times toward the playground, but didn’t see her. Probably
she had really retired.

Our nest sustained a little damage, but we repaired it. The people living
in the tile houses were quiet in the daytime: they went into the city quietly
and returned quietly. On weekends, the women washed clothes, and the
men dug some holes behind the houses, but we didn’t see them sow any
seeds. My wife eventually joined them. Strutting, she landed on their table
and on their stove. I shivered for her.

These people still acted viciously toward me. When I tried to get close to
them, they looked as if they were saying there was no need for me to exist
in this world. I despaired.

I began to miss the skinny woman from the pool in the small garden.
Where had she gone? How could she have disappeared without a trace? She
evidently wasn’t a teacher in the school, and she wasn’t part of this group of
people. Could it be that she lived in the city?

In the middle of the night, the houses caught fire, perhaps because
someone had made too much of a disturbance and knocked over an oil
lamp, igniting something flammable. This seemed the most likely to me. It
was a magnificent sight: my wife and I perched on a poplar twig and took it
all in. The conflagration turned half the sky red; even the school classrooms
were illuminated. How could the fire be so big? It was as if people had
dumped a large quantity of kerosene into the fire. Even harder to understand
was that no one escaped. We didn’t see even one person on the road. My
wife and I smelled scorched flesh. We were shaking. For some reason, we
had an urge to fly into the fire, but we restrained ourselves.

An hour passed, and then another hour. The fire was still roaring. What
was happening? The fire kept changing. At first, it was golden yellow, then
red, and at last—three or four hours later—an eerie greenish-blue. I don’t
know where the flames came from, soaring so high. I suddenly had an idea:
I was so scared that I fell down under the tree, because my whole body was
paralyzed.

“I know what you’re thinking,” my wife said softly beside me. “I’m
thinking the same thing. It must be corpses that are burning. What else
could it be?”

I was speechless. I saw the raging flames and unexpectedly felt like
crying. Was I really sympathizing with those people? Of course not: they
didn’t need sympathy from me. I was nothing but a magpie. I moved alone



slowly toward the nest. And so we endured a terrifying night—I staying in
the nest, my wife staying outside.

Not until the sun was high in the sky did my wife and I leave our nest.
We flew over to the houses that lay in ruins. The fire had gone out earlier,
yet traces of smoke were still visible. We jumped into the houses whose
windows and doors had been incinerated, but they were vacant inside: there
was no furniture, nor were there any people. My wife let out a loud sigh:
“These people were so refreshing!”

In fact, that’s what I thought, too, but I had never been able to express it
as precisely as she did.

People wouldn’t live here again for a long time. I was depressed.
When my wife and I flew over to the public toilet, we saw a familiar

figure. That’s right: it was the school gardener. She was scooping out the
holes the men had dug; these holes covered the entire area of residences on
this street. She focused on loosening the mud in the holes with a rake. We
furtively flew behind her to have a look. What we saw was inconceivable:
inserted into each hole were several white bones—some big, some small.
They stood like mushrooms.

I was stunned. I couldn’t help but screech. The old woman had turned
toward me. As soon as she saw me, I calmed down. She looked both
startled and admiring. Evidently, my reaction wasn’t as bad as it could have
been; she seemed to understand me. And, surprisingly, my wife’s
expression was exactly the same as hers!

Ha-ha—Is the story I’ve told today long enough? I’ll stop here and
continue tomorrow.



THE OLD CICADA

A heatwave rolled into the city, and reports of elderly heatstroke victims
streamed in continually. Sirens wailed, and pet dogs lay panting in the
shade.

It was much better in the suburbs, where tall poplars and willows
provided shade. All day long, cicadas sang in the trees. After it rained, toads
chimed in with their bass voices. The numerous sparrows and magpies leapt
lightheartedly among the branches and in the thickets. All of them
affectionately shared their food, with only occasional brief clashes. Magpie
couples were living on the crowns of a few old sky-skimming poplars. A
little lower was the cicadas’ paradise. Not far away were picturesque
multistory buildings. The cicadas sang continuously, never interrupted by
the glum people going in and out of these buildings. Their loud singing was
proud, intense, and aggressive, filled with the high spirits prompted by the
summer heat. It’s true that some people were deeply annoyed by these
singers. They glared with hatred at the old poplar tree above the bicycle
shed. But what could they do? Year after year, the cicadas had a symbiotic
relationship with the poplars and willows. The cicadas could be destroyed
only if you cut down all the large trees. And if you did that, the temperature
of the residential district would rise many degrees. The cicadas didn’t know
this. They sang from an excess of enthusiasm—because of love, because of
the urge to procreate. They drank their fill of the sap generously provided
by the large trees and found the blazing heat wonderful. Especially when
the humidity rose, the thickening layers of clouds hinted at a certain ancient
memory, and they burst into song. Their leader was generally the elderly
cicada squatting on the highest branch. The other cicadas admired him
greatly, and even the magpie couples listened attentively to his song. Before
long, the chorus rose like surging waves and occupied the sky above.

The old cicada, whose body was both dark and bright, had sturdy wings,
but seldom used them. He always stayed in the same place—the strong
branch a little below the magpies’ nest. He was a loner, immersed in
memories. He had stayed underground for a long time—precisely eight



years, according to the magpie couple. Everyone knew he was very old.
Still, his energy hadn’t diminished. But why was he so solitary? Was he still
living in his memories, sensing neither the fellows all around nor the vast
blue sky? Cicadas seldom live underground for eight years. That time had
completely shaped his character.

He was an old bachelor who’d never had a love life. After eight years, he
had emerged from under the ground, climbed up the tree, and assumed his
present form. Everyone felt that he was extraordinary.

It was an extremely hot and humid day. Even in the suburbs, people were
sweltering. Air conditioners buzzed, and people were light-headed. Going
outside was like plunging into a huge oven. The corner of the bicycle shed
on one side was cooler, but because of the intense sunlight and the still air,
the large trees still seemed tense, and the old bachelor just stayed where he
was. His thoughts entered a place beyond his colony. He felt a little
sentimental and a little distracted. He quietly lifted his right leg, and
suddenly heard a jumble of singing all around. The racket surprised him a
little, because he had never paid attention to this singing. He lowered his
head and thought. And then, faltering and stumbling, he began to sing. He
thought that his song was a little different this time. Everyone else stopped
singing. His voice seemed strange even to him, yet he went on with even
less restraint. As soon as he stopped singing, the chorus between heaven
and earth rose. The old bachelor almost fainted. Of course he didn’t feel ill.
Quite the opposite: he was extremely moved and joyful.

This was how he became the cantor. And although he was the cantor, he
was still a loner. He didn’t talk with anyone and closed himself off.

He knew that some of the residents here wanted to get rid of him. Some
people lingered at the foot of the tree for a long time, eyeing his branch.
And a young kid always aimed a precisely calibrated slingshot at him. The
pellets had whizzed by him many times—and each time the old bachelor
felt empty inside. He didn’t know how to avoid humans’ hostility, for he
had never avoided anything. He was still calm as he led the chorus. It was
only when a pellet flew by that he suddenly stopped for a second. Then,
once more, he continued. There were so many of his kind, and all of them
listened respectfully to him and followed him. How could he slack off?
When he thought of the colony, his golden legs and belly emitted dazzling
white light, and he would grow very excited. At such times, people would
mistake him for a meteor.



There were so many cicadas in the courtyard in this apartment complex,
and people didn’t welcome their singing. But they felt entitled to sing under
the beautiful sky. They wouldn’t change for humans. Trees—both large and
small—were immersed in their passionate singing. The trees voluntarily
provided the cicadas with food; they loved these little living things.
Although the old bachelor didn’t interact with his fellows, he felt anxious
about their future. From his perch, the highest, he scanned the area and saw
their silhouettes in the massed green leaves. He felt that they trusted this
secular existence and were content with it. Yet this was precisely his
greatest worry, though he had no way to transmit it to the others. Singing
was the only way he could communicate with them. From the beginning, he
had been strict and cautious, never talking with anyone. He was stately,
admired by the younger ones. His branch was his alone. From the time he
began leading the chorus, everyone had loved him, but none dared approach
him, much less discuss anything with him.

From that branch, he could see in all directions. He had been aware of
the spider for a long time, and this discovery certainly didn’t make him
happy. In the corner of the bicycle shed, the spider had spun a large web
between the eaves and an old wall. On the other side of the wall was a
storage room heaped with blurry indeterminate gray things. Most of the
time, the old spider hid behind the storage room’s wooden window frame.
When his quarry was caught in the web, he would pounce like lightning and
do away with the victim in fewer than thirty seconds. Insect remains were
scattered under the gloomy gray web. Inside the victim were flies, ladybugs,
grasshoppers, and other insects. Occasionally, there were cicadas, too. The
old bachelor had already seen one of his fellows murdered. He would
remember that as long as he lived. He was depressed for two days. He even
flew to the willow tree next to the shed and looked carefully at the remains
on the ground. While he was doing that, he thudded to the ground. Then he
stood up and slowly circled the pile of things. It was like mourning, and it
was like a search. When he flew away, the air he fanned like a small
whirlybird echoed heavily. The spider behind the wooden window frame
inclined its head, thinking about this mystery, and reached no conclusion.

The old toad finally died at the hands of the kid with the slingshot. It was
raining a little that day. Beneath its large stone, the toad poured out its
memories of love. This disturbed the entire apartment complex for most of
the night. At sunrise, the toad was still filled with so much ardor that it



actually jumped to the foot of the tree. Three pellets in a row hit and killed
it. The youngster cheered and took away its carcass. The cicadas could not
comprehend why, though they had heard of people eating toads. Even so,
the old bachelor didn’t think the toad’s fate was a sad one. Someone who
had been so passionate all night long must have experienced genuine
blessings. The cicada’s song became clearer and lighter. The other cicadas
were a little surprised, and then they cheered up. After the rain, the chorus
was irresistible.

The spider’s huge web caught two more cicadas, inexperienced young
explorers. The old bachelor watched the spider deal with them like
lightning. But the victims couldn’t have suffered too much, since the
spider’s poison was very strong.

The old bachelor made strange, broken sounds in the direction of his
fellow cicadas. But he remained aloof. His fellows could understand only
his singing, so no one responded. A young female cicada fell into the web;
the old bachelor heard her brief, distinct moans, and fell into a trance for
days: What did her moans really mean? Sometimes, he thought it was
suffering; sometimes, he thought it was not only suffering but also a certain
kind of extreme excitement. Could the female cicada have sought her own
destruction? He felt numb all over. He saw the leering youth approach. He
dodged, and the pellet whizzed past him. When he’d encountered this in the
past, he’d been calm. But this time he agonized.

Why was he drawn to the slingshot? Had he felt this temptation in the
past or had it come upon him just now? He tried to call out. Once, twice,
three times—his voice was stiff and dry. Not one person noticed this. Even
the youth with the slingshot was only briefly distracted, and then he walked
away indifferently. The old bachelor was ashamed. In order to understand
the temptation, he stopped singing for three days and let himself drift. He
slept and awakened, awakened and slept, and he always heard the call of the
toad that the youth had killed. Its calls were shockingly loud. Each time he
opened his eyes, he saw dazzling light flashing between heaven and earth. It
made him dizzy, and he had to close his eyes. Ah. How could the toad be so
strong? When he closed his eyes, he even saw the old toad approach him, as
if it wanted to pass on to him a mysterious affection. Its protruding eyes
seemed extremely eager. When he opened his eyes, the toad had vanished.

It was raining. Still dazed, the bachelor didn’t hear the thunder, nor was
he aware of the heavy rain falling on him. He didn’t know how much time



had passed when the southeast wind carried the indistinct sounds of the old
toad and his fellow cicadas’ singing. It was strange, he thought, that the two
different songs could harmonize. It was even stranger when he considered
that it hadn’t stopped raining, so where were they singing? As he listened
more attentively, he thought the singing was coming from between deep
layers of clouds. When he looked through the curtain of rain, he saw that
the old spider on the wooden window frame was also absorbed in looking at
the rain. He seemed to see himself in the old spider’s manner.

The remains under the spiderweb attracted the residents of the complex.
The old bachelor’s remains were quite unusual. Although they had already
broken into four pieces, if you reassembled the pieces, it was still a
complete cicada—and his body was twice the size of ordinary cicadas. But
his head had vanished. What sort of fierce fight had taken place?

The spider had vanished, too. The youth had seen the spider, and he
looked for it behind the wooden window frame, but found no trace of it. He
thought to himself, Could they have died together? Where had the cicada’s
head gone?

The cicadas’ chorus rose again. The young cantor’s voice was jerky and
faltering. He sang hesitantly for a short while and then stopped, and the
whole chorus slumped into silence. Then this unusually prolonged silence
was broken abruptly by an enthusiastic chorus like the surf. It had never
been silent before. Was this silence an awakening? All the cicadas turned
their gaze toward that high branch. A grotesque old cicada stood in that
familiar place. Everyone saw the gigantic head and the disproportionately
small body. It was he: he had struggled to come back. He had grown
another body and was concentrating on developing that body. His fellow
cicadas knew that if he put his mind to it, he would succeed.

Then what was the significance of his body breaking apart? Maybe in
those split seconds, he was demonstrating this to his opponent, and letting
the sense of ultimate emptiness deflate its arrogance? Or the opposite: Was
he regarding the spider as his witness, and would he reveal to it the secret of
rebirth? Some young cicadas inspected below the spiderweb. They were
thinking to themselves that no matter what kind of fight it was, it veiled a
frightening suicidal instinct. They thought it was heroic and moving, and
they also found it quite stimulating.



The old cicada didn’t have time to complete growing his new body
before the season changed. He squatted unmoving on the branch all day
long. He dreamed of tender leaves, of flower petals, of the tadpoles in the
ditches and the water lilies in the mountain ponds. Since he had lost his
amplifier, he had no way to communicate his ardor to the other cicadas, but
in the last days before the chill of autumn, he sensed an unusual happiness
every day. He could see whatever he wanted to see. Without even turning
his head, he saw the newly arrived pair of magpies cavorting in the small
garden. Sometimes, he would also think of the spider, and when he did, his
new little legs would exude some poisonous juices, and he would weakly
call out. He was murmuring, “Who is the spider? Isn’t it simply me . . . ?”

He became cemented to that branch.
The autumn wind destroyed the spiderweb and blew away the old

cicada’s remains. At last the sweltering heat subsided. The lonely poplar
leaves took on a nostalgic yellow color. Now only the magpies and
sparrows were still singing. They sang brokenly, off and on, artlessly,
forgettably. What those old poplars remembered was the majestic, splendid
chorus. Sometimes when the chilly wind blew in, they couldn’t help
humming a little, but—startled by their own voices—they returned to their
silence and their daydreaming. The youth with the slingshot passed by
under the poplars, his expression complicated by his bizarre thoughts.



THE SWAMP

There actually was a swamp right in this big concrete forest of a city.
Older people could still remember it. Ayuan wasn’t old, but he knew of the
swamp from hearing Uncle Sang talk about it occasionally.

One night after drinking too much, Uncle Sang was about to fall asleep
as he sprawled over a big square table. Ayuan was chatting excitedly with
the waiter about going into a small business together, when Uncle Sang sat
up straight and started shaking Ayuan’s arm. He yelled, “You have to be
broad-minded in order to see the bigger picture! Everything I told you
before was true! We mustn’t let superficial things blur our vision . . . You,
Liuma: you’re a waiter here, but you’re a schemer; you’re too ambitious,
and you aren’t broad-minded. Why are you tugging at me? I have to get it
all out; there won’t be another chance!” He flung Ayuan’s hand off.

In the blink of an eye, Liuma vanished. Waving an arm, Uncle Sang
shouted, “He’s gone into hiding! This schemer—he’s gone off to hide in a
place you would never think of!”

It took all of Ayuan’s strength to drag Uncle Sang out of the bar. They
turned into a long alley; Uncle Sang’s home was at the end of the alley.

That evening, all the lights in the alley were out. Ayuan groped his way
ahead in the dark. Uncle Sang stopped walking and grabbed hold of a
streetlight.

“Damn you. Where are you taking me?”
“Your home. It’s just ahead.”
“I want to go to the swamp. That’s where Liuma is hiding. You’re

panicky, aren’t you? You’ve never heard of that place, have you? I’m telling
you: the swamp is ahead on the right, under the Grand Theater! Take a look
at those two stars: they’ve risen from the swamp.”

Ayuan looked up: two stars really were stuck to the wall of that high
structure. They weren’t neon lights; they were real stars, glittering brightly.
How could stars be on the wall? Two tall figures approached—Uncle Sang’s
two moody sons. They dragged him home, one supporting him on each
side. Their footsteps sounded as if they were trampling through concrete.



Ayuan counted the days. Twenty-four days had passed since that night.
He’d been exploring clues to the swamp all along. One night, he and an old
trash collector were squatting in a small shed in a shantytown that would
soon be demolished. The shed didn’t even have a chair, much less a
kerosene lamp.

“Listen, they’re coming in!” the old guy said.
“What?”
“Piglets. They’re a bunch of spiritual creatures, going from door to

door.”
Ayuan heard the pigs’ breath and stretched out a hand to touch them—

and felt their drenched and warm bodies. There were five or six of them.
Slimy and sour-smelling, they were presumably very dirty. Coming into
physical contact with them made Ayuan happy.

“They’re from the swamp. They’re the only ones who can go back and
forth frequently. If an ordinary person goes there just once, he’ll end up
half-dead from exhaustion, but they go back and forth . . .”

“Can you tell me how to get there? I don’t mind exerting myself.”
“No one can tell you. Something like this can’t be taught.”
“Is it under the theater?”
“Yes. And also under the playgrounds and each and every building. In

ancient times, this city of ours was a swamp. Now it’s only these piglets
that can locate the road that runs through there. But tonight they’ve come
back, so you’d better wait for another opportunity.”

The old guy had stood up and gone outside. The piglets huddled around
Ayuan for warmth. As Ayuan petted them, he felt a deep sense of brotherly
affection. Leaning against the wall, he sat on a board and let the piglets
wriggle around his legs. He planned to keep his eyes on these piglets and
follow them to the place where he longed to go. After a while, he fell
asleep. Halfway through
the night, the piglets made a ruckus when two people entered the room. But
the people, who seemed to be beggars, left soon, and the piglets clustered
around Ayuan again.

When he awakened at dawn, the piglets were gone, leaving no trace of
their ever having been in the room. Ayuan recalled what the old trash
collector had said: “They’re a bunch of spiritual creatures, going from door
to door.”



Another night, when Ayuan was in a brothel, the prostitute named
Fragrance whispered to him, “Ayuan, if you die so young, what will people
think?”

“I never said I was planning to die,” Ayuan retorted.
“Maybe not, but you’re acting like someone who will die tomorrow.”
“You’re mistaken, Fragrance. I still haven’t gone to the swamp. Why

would I want to die?”
As soon as he mentioned the swamp, Fragrance looked blank. She stole

quietly out of the bed and sat to one side.
She told Ayuan to pay up.
Handing her some money, Ayuan left her room without a word and

walked out of the brothel.
Much to his surprise, when he looked back, the brothel had retreated into

the distance and was separated from him by a vast wasteland. In the
wasteland, several birds were making bloodcurdling calls. Was this the
swamp? No, it wasn’t. He heard cars starting up, and a car was driving over
from the wasteland. And then another car drove past. Ayuan thought, The
brothel is in the suburbs. He had never noticed there was such a large
wasteland.

A car stopped beside him, and Uncle Sang’s tall younger son got out.
“Get in. I’ll give you a lift,” he said.
The car sped to the city center. It was after midnight. Looking out the

window, Ayuan saw that the entire city was dark; even the streetlights were
off. He didn’t dare ask where they were going, but inwardly he was secretly
hoping.

“We’re here,” the younger son said softly.
Ayuan got out, and the car took off at once.
At the side of the road, he gazed around for a while: he could see the

supermarket and the movie theater. As if emerging from the underground, a
scalper appeared in front of him. Ayuan was so startled that he shivered.

“Want a ticket?”
He paid and walked unsteadily into the movie theater.
A crocodile took up all the space on the screen. You couldn’t see the

background or hear any sound. You could see only close-ups of every part
of its body projected over and over again. It was boring. Ayuan sensed that
the place was full. An old woman sitting next to him whispered, “Do you
want to see Night in the Swamp? I can take you to see it.”



Crouching, they made their way out, Ayuan following close behind the
old woman.

Before they had walked very far, the old woman sat down on a wall
outside the theater. She said, “I’m out of breath. I can’t stand being even a
little keyed up. Why are you standing? Sit down. You’re blocking my
view.”

Ayuan sat down and took hold of the bony hand she extended.
Just then, they heard noise from the theater: a battle seemed to be

starting on the screen. Someone shouted hysterically.
“When we parted beside the hot springs, both of us knew it was forever,”

she said abruptly.
“Who?”
“My lover and I. Actually, how could anyone think it was a hot spring? It

was merely the swamp, that’s all. The sun shone all day, and the sunbaked
water was hot. I was actually afraid of leeches—wasn’t that ridiculous? I
learned a lot at that place. I think it’s located at—”

“Located where?”
“Nowhere. No one place is right.” She forced a smile. “But that’s where

I was from. See, I’m missing two fingers on this hand because they were
damaged by leeches. When you sat down just now in the theater, I knew
what you were looking for. You found the right person.”

“So can you take me there?”
“Where? That place no longer exists. It disappeared. It’s gone, just as my

fingers are. Only two empty spots remain.”
“Tell me about ‘the night in the swamp’ that you and your lover

experienced.”
“We did have a night like that, but I can’t remember it. It’s only some

specks in my memory.”
Ayuan stroked her hand, the one missing two fingers; he wanted to ask

her some more questions, and yet he would rather let her talk of these things
on her own.

“At this hour of the night, I can see far into the distance. If no one blocks
me, I can see as far as the borderland. Although I have those specks in my
memory, I don’t care at all. Look, that crocodile is looking up.”

“Please continue.”
The old woman’s head drooped to her chest, and she made no sound.

Ayuan shook her twice, but she still didn’t move. Ayuan stood up and



looked ahead, but nothing lay in that direction. Only the dark night. In the
theater, a beast roared, probably a tiger.

Ayuan left the entrance to the theater and walked aimlessly ahead. He
was a little uneasy. He thought that just now, when he was with the old
woman at the entrance to the theater, he must have gone to the swamp. He
simply couldn’t see it. Tomorrow night, he would go somewhere else and
try again to find it.

He went to the bar again, but didn’t see Liuma there. Liuma was on
vacation. A young woman with big eyes was taking his place. She looked
agonized.

She sat down and asked Ayuan to buy her a drink. Her mind was
somewhere else while she stared at the wineglass.

“They put too much pressure on him,” she said.
“Do you mean Liuma?” Ayuan asked nervously.
“No, I mean myself. I always refer to myself as ‘he.’ Although this is a

little frightening to ‘him,’ it also has an advantage, for ‘he’ can go all out in
struggles. Back in my home village, this isn’t unusual. If a person goes all
out in struggling with a crocodile, the person is likely to win.”

“What time is it now?”
“Two o’clock in the afternoon.”
“It was night when I arrived. Why am I still here?”
“You’re the one who’s been hanging around. These empty bottles are all

yours.”
“Who are those folks?” he asked, pointing at two sneaky people wearing

white straw hats.
“Lower your voice a little. They’re outsiders who raise turtles. They

arrived in the morning and they’ve been waiting for you ever since.”
Ayuan stood up, excited, and walked over to them.
Flustered, one of them stuffed something into his bag.
“Hello! I’m ready to go with you now,” Ayuan said.
The two of them exchanged glances and smiled. One after the other, they

walked out of the bar. Ayuan noticed that they were dark and emaciated.
They looked like mountain people. Did they raise turtles on the mountain?

The young woman accompanied him to the door and whispered, “What
they raise isn’t turtles, it’s a kind of scorpion that lives in water.”



The three of them walked in the old part of the city—in and out of small
winding alleys. They walked a long way, and Ayuan became fidgety. He
wondered if they were trying to confuse him. Ayuan used to be familiar
with the old part of town. But he hadn’t been there for a long time, and the
flagstone paths and two-story wooden buildings made him feel like a
stranger. At last, they stopped in front of a three-story red brick building
with a sign saying, “Wedding Photos.” Ayuan was certain he’d never been
here before.

After entering the photography studio, the mountain people said they had
to go to the toilet. They left Ayuan behind.

The photographer had a mouthful of black teeth, and his gaze was sharp
as a knife. Under the light, a girl heavily made up with white powder and
wearing a flashy red satin gown sat motionless as she posed.

“Could you please carry on a conversation with this bride? She doesn’t
look animated enough,” the photographer said to Ayuan.

Just as Ayuan was about to ask the bride something, to his surprise she
spoke first.

“How did you happen to find this place? It’s a secret spot, and if no one
brought you here, no way you’d have gotten in! You’re in luck. Maybe you
can even see the great escape! Who brought you here?”

“Two people who raise turtles,” Ayuan said.
“Oh, I see. The two scumbags!” the new bride said through her teeth.
The photographer pressed the shutter and shouted, “Perfect!”
The door creaked, and the two mountain people entered. The bride’s face

was instantly devoid of expression. She sat there unmoving, like a puppet.
Ayuan kept staring at her face. The more he gazed at her, the more

familiar she looked. Who was she? She was here alone having her wedding
photo taken. Where was the bridegroom? The mountain person with the
droopy eyes spoke up.

“You think she looks familiar, don’t you? All the people who live here
seem to look familiar. At first, I wasn’t used to this. I come here often. This
young woman lives next to the White Sands Well—in the house with a
copper bell on the door.”

Frowning and waving his hand, the photographer said, “All of you get
out of here. Leave, will you? The bride isn’t in a good mood. I can’t
photograph her now!”



The mountain people stuck their tongues out and glided away. Ayuan
stood there blankly, still thinking to himself, Who is she? The bride
continued sitting like a puppet.

“Huh? What are you waiting for? If you don’t leave soon, you won’t find
the exit!” the photographer urged him.

As if wandering in a dream, Ayuan walked out of the photography
studio. The corridor was so long that he couldn’t see the end of it. For a
while, he walked ahead without thinking. Then he turned to the right,
hoping to see the exit. He bumped into someone; that wasn’t the exit, but
the corner of the staircase. The person he had bumped into was the bride—
still in the red satin gown. The ice-cold satin looked inauspicious and
frightened Ayuan.

“Ayuan, don’t go,” she said. Her voice had become thin and feeble.
“How did you know my name?”
“Those two people told me. Now you can’t go out. They brought you in

and never intended to let you leave. This is a large place; you mustn’t
wander around aimlessly. Let’s sit on the stairs and wait for nightfall.”

“Is it dangerous here?”
“Yes. Hurry up and sit down.”
Ayuan smelled the powder on her face.
“Are you going to be married soon?” he asked.
“Married?” She began laughing. “No way. I’ll never get married.”
Ayuan heard footsteps on the stairs and twisted his head to look, but it

was like a black hole above.
“Is there a photography studio upstairs, too?” Ayuan asked. He spoke

louder than usual to boost his courage.
Without answering, the bride looked reproachfully at him.
The footsteps continued down. Ayuan had to take another look. He saw a

black bear paw. The bear paw stopped where it was and didn’t move.
Cold sweat ran down Ayuan’s back. He didn’t dare breathe.
The bride looked contemptuous and sneered. She wasn’t the least bit

afraid. Ayuan felt really ashamed. To cover up his cowardice, he asked her
again, “What’s upstairs?”

“The swamp,” she said.
“Oh! Can we go up there?”
“When it’s dark. But in any case, you can’t leave now, so just be

patient.”



Before long, it was dark, and Ayuan could see nothing. Then he realized
that the bride was no longer beside him. He had no idea whether she had
gone upstairs or slipped out of the corridor. But the bear was now going up
and down the stairs, making a ghastly noise.

Leaving the stairs, Ayuan reached the gloomy corridor. A faint light
shone at the far end of the corridor, but from where he stood he could see
only a glimmer of light. He wanted to move toward it, and he also wanted
to go upstairs to see the swamp. He couldn’t make up his mind.

Someone in a certain room asked, “Who is it? Who’s there?”
“Me. Ayuan.”
“Are you the dealer who buys kraits?”
“No. I’m a mason.”
“Get out of here. The great escape is about to start. Don’t block the

road!”
Ayuan stood pressed against the wall, hoping that his corporeal self

would disappear.
The bride returned. As the two of them stood in the dark against the wall,

the bride softly recounted her story.
Originally, she was to have married after another week, but one day the

bridegroom had insisted on taking her to a park in the suburbs.
At the artificial lake, a large fish was hanging around in the shallow

water next to the shore. It began raining, and the two of them slid down the
bank. Only after they were in the lake did they find out that it wasn’t
shallow but instead was very deep, and the water was filled with aquatic
plants. The bridegroom dragged her down. Entangled in the aquatic plants,
she couldn’t move; she could only sink farther. But she kicked off the
plants, broke away from her bridegroom, and clambered up to the bank.

“It was spooky. You can’t imagine such temptation.”
“It doesn’t matter. What happened, happened,” Ayuan comforted her.
“What?”
“What I mean is that you’re still alive. In the future—”
“Didn’t you understand my story? What you mean is certainly not what I

mean! God, why have I kept talking with you all along? How could you
ever understand me? Impossible!”

Ayuan felt apologetic and embarrassed. She was right: he didn’t
understand anything about her. This was partly because he hadn’t yet been



in love, but also because his experiences were only shallow. He tried his
best, but he couldn’t share the emotions this girl beside him felt.

They fell silent for a while, and then the bride couldn’t help herself: she
began talking again.

“The more you struggle to get untangled from those weeds, the more
tightly they wind around you. While I was underwater, I even heard him
laughing! Coo coo, coo coo—a really bizarre laugh. And his face . . .”

“Yet you did struggle free.” Ayuan’s voice deepened.
“I did, but how could I kick him away? I’ll never forget the scene down

there. I’ll go upstairs first. You wait here and don’t move. I’ll call you.”
Her blurry figure left him. Ayuan remembered the black bear and

thought, It must be a circus bear.
Now, except for one sound, everything was quiet. The gurgling sound of

bubbles rose from the pool. From the beginning, Ayuan had noticed this
sound, but there was no pool outside the building, and so the sound was
absurd. Could the sound be coming down from upstairs? the sound of
bubbles in the swamp? It wasn’t at all like that. The sound definitely came
from outside the building.

Ayuan waited a long time, his legs aching from standing, but the bride
didn’t call him. The photographer did come, however. His feet thumping, he
flew down the stairs and arrived quickly at Ayuan’s side. His breath smelled
bad as he approached Ayuan and started talking. He touched Ayuan’s head
with one hand.

“I thought so, it’s you. You’re still here. Generally, we don’t let people
spend the night here. You played a little trick in order to stay here, didn’t
you? Do you want to learn the secrets of our trade? You’re too ambitious!”

“Right now, I just want to go home,” Ayuan said in disgust.
“You’re free to go. No one’s stopping you!”
“I can’t get out. Where’s the door?”
“It’s right behind you. Give the door a push. Harder! That’s it!”
The photographer pushed Ayuan out from the wall.
He stood in a small alley in the old part of the city. The houses on both

sides of the alley were shut. Once more, he heard bubbles gurgling and
rising from the pool—this time, more frequently than before. He started
running, thinking that he had to run out of this alley before he would reach
a familiar road.

“Ayuan—Ayuan!!”



Ayuan turned around and looked: the bright red satin gown was
gleaming under the streetlight. The face of that ghostlike woman was whiter
than plaster. He felt that the end of the world was upon him and began
running for his life. At last he exited the alley. He turned once, and then
again, and looked back: no one was following him. Only then did he slow
his steps.

The two mountain folk stood at the junction of the old and new parts of
the city waiting for him.

“We waited here to say good-bye to you. It’ll be light soon,” the two said
in unison, as if they had memorized their lines.

“Good-bye, good-bye,” Ayuan waved at them.

Ayuan was sleeping in a work shed. Today was his day off. At dawn, a male
voice whispered in his ear, “This place was excavated in 1963. A large
group of prisoners bubbled up from the darkness underground.”

Ayuan sat up abruptly and shouted, “Is it the swamp? Is it the swamp?”
Strong light forced him to close his eyes. No one replied.
After getting dressed, he went outside, dragging his feet. He walked out

of the work site and reached a small street, where he bought two sesame
biscuits. Then he returned to the shed to wash his face and brush his teeth.

He had no sooner eaten the biscuits than he saw the two little mountain
people peering into the work shed.

“Can you take me to the place that was excavated?” Ayuan asked.
“Are you talking of what happened in 1963? That place is now the

largest hotel in this city,” the older one said.
“The Milky Way Hotel? I would never have imagined that. Does it have

a basement?”
“Yes, but it was locked up long ago. In the past, something awful

occurred there. Come along with us, will you? Don’t keep pestering us with
questions; that’s useless. Do you really think we’d lie to you?”

And so Ayuan went with them again. He was reluctant to give up his
innermost wish.

“I want to go somewhere I’ve never been. Not a place like the Milky
Way Hotel. Too many people are there. I want to go to a remote place that
has no people, such as an abandoned factory. Can we find such a place in



the city? Actually, I used to be quite familiar with the old section of the city,
but now I don’t recognize some of the places . . .”

Ayuan rattled on and on. The other two paid no attention to him.
After a while, Ayuan realized that the three of them had been circling

around the same two lanes, one of which led to the shantytown where he
had stayed earlier. Looking into the distance, he saw that half the sheds had
been demolished. He thought, Perhaps it’s my fate to be related to this
place. Walking absentmindedly, he tripped on something and nearly fell.
Oh, it was the piglets! They were scurrying fast in all directions. The
younger mountain person said, “All kinds of animals live in swamps, except
for water buffaloes.”

“Look—the piglets are going into the Grand Theater!” Ayuan shouted in
excitement.

In the blink of an eye, the two mountain folk disappeared.
Ayuan went over to the Grand Theater. A poster outside the theater

pictured the piglets. They were actors! A male voice came from the
theater’s loudspeaker, “This is 1963. Mushrooms grow underground here.
This is a girl’s bowknot. Ladies and gentlemen, give me your attention . . .”

Ayuan lost no time in buying a ticket and rushing into the theater.
Lights were on, but no one was there. He made his way down a long

aisle between the seats and climbed up to the stage. Just then, he tripped
again. Oh, the piglets! Before he could get a good look at them, they
disappeared behind the curtain, and the stage light went out. Feeling his
way, he walked across and grabbed the curtain.

It was wet. God! It had so many layers that it was almost a forest of
curtains. Panting, he squatted down. Wrapped in the damp velvet curtains,
he heard the piglets moving—many of them. What on earth did the poster
signify? Below the stage, a woman shouted, “Ayuan, Ayuan! Did you see
the big-headed fish?”

Smothered by the curtain, Ayuan couldn’t talk. His voice sounded like a
whisper, “I—I . . . piglets.”

At last, a piglet made its way to his feet. The piglet was smelly, but it
showed warmth toward Ayuan. At once, he found it easier to breathe. The
woman below the stage was still calling him, but Ayuan didn’t want to
answer. Holding the piglet, he trembled with excitement. The curtains
groaned and wriggled gently. The thick curtains turned into living things;
no light could penetrate from outside. Ayuan eventually figured out that the



woman below the stage was the bride from the photography studio. He
thought, What kind of life is this bride leading?

In this forest of curtains, Ayuan’s mind was filled with many events of
the past. He felt it was bizarre that although many of these things hadn’t
actually happened, nonetheless in his memory they had become his own
experiences. For example, it was the bride who had had an accident in the
artificial lake, but now this had become an event from his past. His palm
was still scarred from being scratched by a shard at the bottom of the lake.
When he thought of this, he licked his palm.

The loudspeaker blared again.
“In the spring of 1963, hundreds of bodies were floating in the artificial

lake . . .”
It was always like this: the first sentence was clear, but the rest of it was

indistinct.
He sensed that throngs of people had arrived at the theater. All the

curtains suddenly rose. When the dazzling stage lights shone on his face, he
nearly fainted.

“Look! It’s the swamp!”
“Oh, yes, it really is!”
“This is the way it really was in 1963!”
When Ayuan heard the audience members remarking about this, he tried

hard to remember what his life was like in 1963. He couldn’t open his eyes,
and so—in order not to fall—he had to sit motionless on the floor. His
mouth began moving, but he couldn’t be sure of what he said. It seemed to
be related to 1963. The audience fell silent.

From the loudspeaker came the gurgling of bubbles, as if accompanying
his words.

When he talked of bleeding, he tasted blood in his mouth.
“Piglets! My piglets—” Ayuan covered his eyes with his hands and

shouted.
The stage lights went out, and Ayuan opened his eyes. The auditorium

contained only empty seats. A dim light shone on the right side of the wall.
Ayuan thought to himself, It’s over. The show is over for today. He slowly
left the stage from one side and walked toward the back door. It was as if he
were stepping in soft mud. From somewhere within him came a shout that
shattered his heart, “Piglets, piglets!”

When he reached the entrance, the two mountain people reappeared.



“Ayuan, have you said everything you had to say?” the older one asked.
“Pretty much. I did my best.”
“Good. I was afraid you hadn’t and that you’d regret it later.”
Ayuan was grateful to them, but he also wished they were somewhere

else, far away.
“Is this the place that was excavated?” Ayuan asked.
“When you were on the stage, didn’t you use your feet to check each

place you stood on?” the younger one asked.
“No. I didn’t have time. It happened too quickly.”
“Oh, I see. You couldn’t stay calm.”
With a wave of their hands, the mountain people parted from Ayuan, and

then disappeared in the crowds on the main road.
Ayuan headed absentmindedly toward his workplace. When he had

almost arrived, he suddenly started thinking more clearly. He shouted,
“That was the swamp!”

He finally understood: the swamp is anywhere you want it to be. But
wasn’t this too scary? If his life had come to this, was this what he had been
hoping for earlier?

Ayuan ate some noodles at the noodle shop in front of his workplace. He
was a little uneasy. After eating, he went into the empty shed for a nap. No
one else was in the shed. As Ayuan lay in bed, he recalled Uncle Sang and
the red-garbed bride. Were they frequent visitors in the swamp? He thought
that the swamp where they (including the mountain people) had been must
really be an extraordinary place—much different from what he had just
experienced. He had no way to go to the genuine swamp. All he could do
was go through nooks and crannies in the city to acquire a sense of it. He
wasn’t sure, however, that anyone had actually been to the extraordinary
place in his imagination. Ayuan fell asleep while thinking of these illusions.

When it turned dark, he was awakened by the noise of the other workers.
Seeing that he was up, they approached him and asked, “Didn’t you notice
the two thieves? They dug a deep hole next to the shed. They jumped in and
disappeared. That’s when we discovered that they had stolen some of our
things.”

“Were the thieves short?” Ayuan asked.
“They were small and dark.”
Ayuan walked outside the shed and saw the deep hole. He stood there for

a while, knowing that he lacked the courage to jump in. Even if this pit had



been dug for him, he wouldn’t dare jump. He had exhausted his courage in
the daytime. Feeling cold, he left at once.

Uncle Sang, who had been missing for a long time, reappeared. He caught
up with Ayuan on the main road and shouted, “Ayuan, you failed to meet
their expectations!”

“Who?” Ayuan asked.
“Your guides! Without them, you could’ve gone nowhere.”
Uncle Sang looked sad, and then all at once he looked as if he’d lost his

bearings.
Ayuan thought to himself, I lost my best opportunity. Every day, he saw

the deep hole next to the shed, avoiding drawing too close to it. One day,
when he went back to the shed after work, he saw that the hole had been
filled in. No trace of it remained on the ground. Grass was even growing on
that piece of land. Was this magic?

Pointing at a car in the stream of traffic, Uncle Sang said, “See those two
guides? They’re guiding others. I’m telling you that they could have taken
you to the real swamp. They’re my old drinking buddies. I entrusted you to
them. Ayuan, isn’t this precisely the only significant thing about living in
this dry city?”

“Uncle Sang, what’s up with the photography studio and the theater?”
Ayuan asked, perplexed.

“I told you long ago. That’s the swamp. Why weren’t you patient enough
to inspect them closely? You’re too impatient.”

Uncle Sang’s son drove up to meet him, and Uncle Sang said hastily, “I
have to go. Now I can’t leave there for a moment. I have some land there
where I grow lotus roots. Of course leeches are abundant there. Good-bye!”

The car drove away and soon disappeared. Ayuan thought, Since Uncle
Sang blamed me for being impatient, why not go back to the photography
studio in the old part of the city? I should be able to find that place. Uncle
Sang was right: for people like Uncle Sang and me, the only thing worth
pursuing in this dry city is the real swamp.

He boarded a bus, and half an hour later reached the old section of the
city. He had no idea whether he would succeed in his exploration.

In his two-week absence, the old part of town had changed greatly. But
now and then one could still see the old two-story wooden buildings and



even an old-fashioned public toilet. Remembering that he used to go in and
out of these intestine-shaped alleys like a loach, Ayuan couldn’t help but
smile.

How strange it was that now he had no trouble finding the photography
studio where he had stopped last time. It was still the same three-story brick
building, but the sign saying “Wedding Photos” was missing, as was the
main entrance. The building seemed to have been reoriented: the entrance
no longer faced the small street.

Ayuan was leaning against the red-brick wall, his ears pricked up. But he
heard nothing.

A girl eleven or twelve years old walked up.
“Hi there, what are you doing?” she asked.
“Do you know how I can get in?” Ayuan asked in embarrassment.
“Go in? You can’t. This building has no door.”
“Is anyone inside?”
“Of course.”
“What I mean is, Don’t the people inside ever come out? How can they

never come out?”
“Why not? I’ve never seen them come out. Not even once. You’re a fool

if you go on waiting.”
The girl glanced contemptuously at Ayuan and looked at him doubtfully

for quite a while before leaving.
Ayuan circled to the back of the building. Sure enough, there was also a

brick wall behind the building. Although there were some windows, they
were on the second and third floors. He looked down and saw the sign he’d
seen before—the words “Wedding Photos” were blood red. Ayuan recalled
the long red satin gown that the bride had worn. How come the sign had
fallen down? This time, he’d better do as Uncle Sang had said and patiently
investigate this building. He decided to keep watch.

The morning sunlight fell on the sign. The words that were painted blood
red actually lit up in the fire, and a funny smell filled the air. Ayuan heard
someone stick his head out a window and shout, “Fire! Fire!”

Ayuan thought, What does this little fire have to do with the people
inside the building? But the entire building rapidly filled with noise. People
seemed to be dashing around. They poured basin after basin of water down
from the windows. The water didn’t actually hit the fire, and yet the fire
began shrinking, as if intimidated by the people’s actions.



A garbage collector came over and stopped his cart. He bent and picked
up the charred remnants of the sign, looked at it, and threw it into the cart.
Just then, someone in the building dumped a basin of water on him. He
grimaced at Ayuan and said, “It’s really dry today, don’t you think?”

His hands on his hips, he stood below the window, as though he didn’t
intend to leave anytime soon.

Ayuan heard bubbles gurgling in the garbage cart. When he took a look,
it was empty except for the sign in the bottom of the cart. Ayuan wanted to
move closer to get a better look, but the garbageman pushed him away. He
was so strong that Ayuan nearly fell.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he asked Ayuan furiously.
“I just wanted to see if there was a swamp in your cart.” Ayuan was

aggrieved.
“What makes you think it’s okay to spy on things? Get out of here!”
Pedaling his cart, he took off. Ayuan heard the merry sound of a series of

bubbles rising from the depths of the water to the surface.
The people in the building continued pouring water down. Ayuan wished

they would pour it on him, but they didn’t. After a while, the place where
Ayuan was standing turned into mud, so he circled around to the front of the
building. The wall with no door was just the same, but someone was
standing there. It was Uncle Sang.

Uncle Sang walked over to him. Patting him on the shoulder, he said,
“Ayuan, I can’t help but worry about you! You’re a nice kid, but you’re
wasting your time. You haven’t done your job right.”

“Uncle Sang, can you tell me how to do it?”
“Me? No, no, no. This can’t be taught. I came to see you because I was

worried about you. Now that you’ve heard my warning, you should be
okay.”

Like the garbageman, he unhappily flung Ayuan aside and walked off.
Ayuan walked over to the small clearing and sat on a tree stump. He

thought he should wait here until something occurred. Hadn’t Uncle Sang
said he’d missed his opportunity?

He waited and waited, but nothing happened. The building was quiet,
and no one passed by. He was surrounded by a deathly stillness. Just then, it
suddenly turned overcast and then quickly grew dark. It was morning: how
could the sky be dark? Ayuan was hungry, so he decided to go to a small
restaurant for a meal.



The restaurant was deserted. He ordered a large bowl of pork soup and
downed it quickly.

Something bit his ankle, and he yelled, “Ouch!” Looking down, he saw
the familiar piglets! Ayuan wondered if they had come because he had just
now eaten their relatives for supper. After the piglets had made a circuit of
the room, they ran out.

When Ayuan stood up to pay the tab, the waiter asked, “Do you want to
stay here? It’s fifty yuan for a bed.”

“What kinds of guests usually stay here?” Ayuan asked, frowning.
“What do you think? They’re poor people who’ve come here to try their

luck. This is the only part of the city that still has some opportunity. The
other places are closed up.”

“What opportunities are available here?”
“You ask too many questions. Do you want to stay or not?”
“Yes.”
Ayuan followed him to a room behind the lobby. Two of the three beds

in the room were occupied. The room had no electric lights, but a kerosene
lamp was lit. The clerk pointed to the empty bed. Ayuan had no sooner sat
down than the clerk blew out the kerosene lamp and left.

Groping in the dark, Ayuan found the pillow and quilt. He unfolded the
quilt and lay down.

“You’d better not sleep too soundly,” a person said from the bed across
from him.

“Do opportunities come at night?”
“Don’t ask. You shouldn’t ask about this.”
Ayuan stopped talking. He was uneasy and sleepy. He didn’t sleep well.

Every five minutes he awakened in alarm. Each time, he heard the people in
the other two beds planning something in low voices. He heard them
mention “iron cage,” “dungeon,” “torture instrument,” and so forth—dark
and ruthless things. As he was on the verge of figuring out what they meant,
he dozed off again. And so he never figured out exactly what they were
talking about.

At midnight, Ayuan sensed that his feet and neck had been tied to the
posts at either end of the iron bed. Probably the other two men had left.
When he tried to move a little, the coarse rope tightened. He realized he had
to lie still in order to alleviate the pain. Just then he heard the sound of
bubbles that he hadn’t heard for quite a while, and he calmed down at once.



A hand at the door was holding a wavering candle, but then quickly
retreated. A woman’s voice said, “What an adorable guy.”

The sound of bubbles was rising from underneath the bed; it was as if his
entire person were submerged in water, gurgling and gurgling. He had
waited a long time: wasn’t it this that he’d been waiting for? In this city that
was so dry that cracks opened up everywhere, what a lucky man he was!
His insteps tickled, but he forced himself not to move, for he didn’t want to
interrupt this great moment of feeling so lucky. The woman spoke again,
“Now he can die without regrets.”

Ayuan recognized her voice: she was a former neighbor. She was an
assistant at a vegetable stand, where she didn’t talk and never even made
eye contact with customers when she sold vegetables. What had made her
so talkative now? Every time Ayuan was about to fall asleep, he was
awakened again by her.

“Is this the swamp or is it a dungeon?” Ayuan asked angrily.
The woman didn’t respond. Maybe she had slipped away.
But the sound of bubbles had also stopped, and Ayuan’s feet and neck

were now free. He got out of bed, walked to the window, and looked out at
the dim backyard of the hotel. Two old-style waterwheels had been set up in
the middle of the yard. Two dark figures were bent over, operating the
waterwheels. Their actions made no sound.

Ayuan shouted, “I’m coming to help you!” Then he jumped down from
the window. He didn’t land in the backyard, but in a hole. Although he
wasn’t injured, the fall was painful. Someone said, “He hasn’t paid for his
room yet. This kind of jerk is shameless. And his body is so dry that even
the crocodiles would show no interest in him. Isn’t there better stuff than
this in the city?”

This frightened Ayuan. As he climbed out of the hole, he said, “I came to
help with the waterwheels . . .”

“There’s no water here!” the man rebuffed him. “More than a hundred
years ago, there was, but now there are only alligators and snakes.
Alligators lie in the dirt hole; all the armor on their bodies has disappeared,
and they’ve become slippery all over. Do you really want to operate the
waterwheels? Okay, I’ll help you!”

He shoved Ayuan, and Ayuan stumbled ahead several steps. When he
came to a stop, he rubbed his eyes and saw that he was standing next to the



main road. He was in the city’s new district. A car stopped beside him, and
the door opened. His face wreathed in smiles, Uncle Sang got out.

“This is great!” He patted Ayuan on the shoulder as he said, “Look—the
leeches didn’t suck all my blood, and the alligators didn’t eat you. From
now on, you can go there any time! Just take the roads you’re familiar with,
and you’ll have no trouble. Don’t you think I’m right? Hang on a second.
Look!”

Ayuan saw the two mountain people in a black jeep flashing by.
“Is today Monday? Ayuan, you have a job. You’ve got to go to work

now. However, our swamp welcomes people from all occupations. Next
time, you just need to take the roads you know. You can go whenever you
like. It’s so dry in the city, you can’t stay here all the time.”

The two of them parted at the intersection.
Ayuan returned to work, where he noticed that the deep hole next to the

shed had reappeared. A crowd of people stood around it. As Ayuan
approached, a worker asked him, “Ayuan, I saw someone jump down into
the hole at dawn. Was it you?”

Everyone stared at Ayuan, showing their admiration.
“It was . . . I jumped down from the window, but . . . ,” Ayuan said

hesitantly.
“That’s terrific! Absolutely terrific!” Everyone cheered.
Ayuan noticed little animals climbing up from the side of the hole. It was

two of the piglets! The piglets were sticky and filthy, giving off a smell that
Ayuan knew very well. Ayuan squatted down and petted them, and in awe,
the workers made a path for them, and the two little animals ran away.

“God! They came from over there!” Young Hu was the first to shout.
“Who could have guessed that? Who would ever have thought of that?”

Several people sighed in dismay.
The workers looked anguished. Someone suggested quietly, “We’d better

go have a drink.”
And so they left together.
Ayuan went back to the shed by himself. He lay on the bed, thinking that

he didn’t have the guts to jump into the deep hole. This could only happen
by mistake. The bride from the photography studio had wanted to slide into
the deep, bottomless lake—another thing he could never do. Uncle Sang
must have seen what sort of person he, Ayuan, was. He was always waiting
—waiting until dangers befell him by mistake.



A whistle blew outside. Ayuan changed into his work clothes and put on
his hard hat. He followed the foreman to the work site. When he recalled
that Uncle Sang had praised him for having “a job,” he cheered up.

“You didn’t go out drinking. I’m glad to hear that. You’re a tough guy!
The others are worthless cowards,” the foreman said, as he walked along
without turning his head.

When Ayuan stood on the scaffolding and looked out at the city, he heard
bubbles echoing incessantly in the currents of air. Moisture-laden air blew
over his face, and he couldn’t help shouting, “Uncle Sang, I’m here now!!”

He saw the gray sky pushing against him, as if it would crush him.



SIN

I had a wooden box in my loft. Everyone in the family knew about it, but
no one had ever opened it. The year I was born, Father gave me this box
he’d prepared. Mother was in charge of storing it. Father was a very crafty
guy who always came up with long-term plans that often stretched to the
unforeseeable future. And then he simply forgot his plan. For example, this
wooden box. When he gave it to Mother, he said very seriously that the
contents of the box were confidential. He meant to open it himself when I
was grown up, for it contained something important having to do with my
future. But after I grew up, he forgot. Mother didn’t remind him, either;
perhaps she didn’t believe that Father had anything so terribly wonderful
stored in the box. After living with him for many years, she knew him like
the back of her hand, so she didn’t even mention it to him.

The box was made of ordinary fir, with a layer of lacquer slapped over it.
It had a little lock—a common enough lock, which had rusted over the
years. Maybe it was habit or maybe Mother’s attitude had affected me; in
any case, I never considered unlocking it. After Father and Mother died, I
threw the box into the loft one day and never gave it another thought. I
didn’t have the curiosity one should have about some things. And yet I was
endlessly interested in things that shouldn’t have concerned anyone. I was
born this way; I couldn’t help it.

In August, my cousin, whom the family dubbed “Killer,” came to stay
for a while. She was in her early thirties, yet her forehead was covered with
wrinkles, surprising for one her age. When she walked, she held her head
high. I didn’t like to be around her because she spoke unkindly; sometimes
her words could even be murderous (Father was one of her victims when he
was alive), so in the family we all spitefully called her “Killer” behind her
back.

“Rumei,” she sat down and began talking, “that fashionable colleague of
yours started spreading rumors about you yesterday among people I know
well. But I’ve seen you walking arm in arm with her on the streets. What’s
this all about?”



“Mind your own business. If you have to butt into other people’s
business, then you’d better not stay with us,” I said in disgust.

“But it wasn’t because of this that I came here,” she said pensively. “I
came because of—that box!”

“Box? What box?” I knew at once what she meant, but I deliberately
feigned ignorance.

“Don’t think that just because your father died a long time ago you can
ignore this. That’s childish. You’re just like your sneaky father—a sinner.
You can’t cover this up.”

She stood legs apart, hands stuffed into her pants pockets. She looked
like the old maid she was. I recalled that several years ago, even though I
knew it was not very promising, I had introduced her to several men. None
had worked out. It was only because I hated her that I’d made these
introductions, but she hadn’t hated me for doing it. Quite the opposite. She
had thanked me for my help, thus making me really uneasy. Not until later
did I understand that nothing I did could hurt her.

I asked her why she thought so badly of my father. She gave me a
probing look and sneered. She said I must have been all too aware.
Otherwise, why would I have hidden the box in the loft? This was a sin.

“I didn’t hide it. I just happened to put it there, okay? You surely don’t
know what’s in the box, so why do you conclude that I’m guilty?” I didn’t
think I could bear this.

“The contents don’t matter at all. A person has to take responsibility for
what she does. You’d better not say ‘I just happened’ very much. Who
knows if you ‘just happened’ to do this? Huh!” She swung her flat rear end
emphatically.

I didn’t want to pay any more attention to my cousin. If she wanted to
stay here, okay, but I didn’t have to keep her company. With my briefcase
under my arm, I left for work.

But I was uneasy, worried that something would go wrong at home. And
I remembered that I’d forgotten to lock the drawer which was filled with
personal correspondence.

In the afternoon, I left work early and rushed home. When I got there, I
set my bicycle down and dashed into the house. Sure enough, she was
sitting at the desk reading my letters. On hearing my footsteps, she replaced
the letters in the drawer. She looked embarrassed.

“How dare you read my letters?” I paled.



“I’m just a little curious, that’s all.” She voiced her objection as she
stood up. “Why are you taking this so seriously?”

“If you want to stay here, you mustn’t be so curious!” I shouted.
“Do you think I came here out of curiosity about you? You shouldn’t

have such a high opinion of yourself!” She shouted, too. Standing with
arms akimbo, she looked scary.

Hearing us arguing, my husband ran in to break it up. As soon as he
tried, my cousin made even more of a fuss. She said she had come here in
order to prevent a sin; this sin had been planned for decades, and so forth
and so on. My husband was baffled. It was odd that she didn’t bring up the
issue of the box in front of him. She just kept arguing, saying she had to
stay here until the whole thing was cleared up.

I thought this was a little fishy. I had placed the box in the loft. You
could see it if you stood in the middle of the room. Yet my cousin hadn’t
mentioned looking for it in the house, nor had she asked me where it was:
this wasn’t where her attention was focused. Everything was obscure.
Maybe the box was nothing but a pretext for staying in my home to satisfy
her old maid’s curiosity or to take revenge on me for something. She was
too complicated. Since I couldn’t get a feel for her temperament, I decided
not to argue with her anymore. I acted as if nothing was happening. At
dinner, I talked with her as usual. She ignored my overtures and kept a
straight face. Then she turned to my son and spoke with him of the subtle
relationships between parents and children and took the opportunity to
develop this idea for a while.

“Sometimes it takes several generations for a sin to be completed,” she
announced complacently as she raised her head. My son listened to her
piously without blinking an eye. He adored this young auntie.

Not many people were as freewheeling as my cousin. She didn’t even
have a formal job but merely had a stall on the street where she sold cheap
silk stockings. The income from that kind of work was not very steady. She
had fallen out long ago with her parents—to the point where they no longer
saw anything of each other. So when business was slow and she lacked
spending money, she came here. Although I inwardly hated her, at the same
time I also admired her nimble and straightforward way of thinking, and I
was subconsciously affected by this. So I wasn’t against her staying, but I
didn’t expect her to aim the lance at me this time. It was as if she were
determined to pin down a certain private thing about me.



I was thoroughly annoyed. I didn’t know what kind of trouble my cousin
wanted to stir up. She didn’t care at all about my family. She claimed she
had to perform “surgery” on my family. When she said this, her face was
absolutely expressionless.

Today my boss had criticized me again because I was agitated and had
made mistakes in filling out reports. His tone was terribly harsh. I wanted to
spit in his face. I thought of the problem at home and felt it was time to
drop a hint to my cousin that it wasn’t right to interfere in other people’s
lives. I kept thinking about this, and on the way home I seemed to reach a
decision.

As soon as I went inside, I heard laughter from her and my son. I had to
acknowledge that although she had never married, she was a genius at
enjoying children—much better than I. Was this why I was jealous of her?
But it wasn’t pure jealousy; other factors were mixed in with it.

My cousin and my son had installed a new light switch. They’d been
laughing just now because they’d succeeded. Of course this was much more
convenient, but I had forbidden my son to handle electrical wires. He was
too young and didn’t understand the basic guidelines. When I looked inside
the room, I was startled: they had taken the wooden box down from the loft
and placed it on the chair so they could stand on it to work on the light
switch. In stepping on the box, they’d left several footprints on it. I rushed
over and took the box down, and staring at my cousin I spat out the words
slowly through clenched teeth:

“This—is—the—exact—same—wooden—box—you’ve—talked—
about—so—often. It’s been up there all along.” I pointed to the loft.

“Really?” my cousin laughed. “Then how about opening it?”
“I don’t have the key. Father forgot to give it to me,” I said, disheartened.
“And you forgot to tell him you needed it, didn’t you?” Her tone

softened. With the tip of her toe, she moved the wooden box; as she did so,
its contents made a suspicious sound. Mimicking her, my son also pushed it
with his foot. The two of them pushed it back and forth. Their actions were
so disgusting that I was sorry I couldn’t slap them.

I bent down and picked up the box, took it back to the loft, and wrapped
it in cloth. As I was doing this, neither my cousin nor my son looked at me.
They had begun a game of chess. I was superfluous.

“Didn’t you say you came here because of the box?” I reminded my
cousin. “Didn’t you say there’s a sin hidden in the box?”



With her eyes fixed on the chessboard, she said, “Did I? Maybe I did.”
“It’s been up there all along. I see that you haven’t bothered to glance at

it.”
“I don’t need to. I’ve known it was there all along, and I’ve known that

you didn’t have the key. Hey, did your father have a particular reason for
not giving you the key?”

“No. I’m sure he simply forgot.”
I don’t know why, but even though I had wrapped the box in cloth, from

then on all of us—my husband, my son, my cousin, and I—kept
unconsciously casting our eyes at it. This situation made me uncomfortable.
Often, when we were talking with one another, we suddenly fell silent as we
looked simultaneously at that cloth package. My cousin was always the first
to avert her eyes, and then she would titter. And I would blush from
indignation.

In order to prove my cousin’s thoughts groundless, I started searching for
the key Father had left. It had to be somewhere; it couldn’t have been
cremated with him and placed in his urn. First, I opened a large bundle of
his things. I turned them all over, from the large ones to the small ones, and
looked through them carefully to see if the key might be with them. I spent
three days doing this secretly in the bedroom—after work and out of my
cousin’s and husband’s sight. But I didn’t find anything. Never mind the
key to the box, there was no key at all among his effects. I finally recalled
that when Father went out, he had never taken the house key with him, thus
often inconveniencing himself. My thoughts turned to Father’s friends and
relatives. Would any of them know? I knew he’d been close to his younger
sister. There was nothing they didn’t discuss. I decided to call on this
elderly aunt.

Although winter had already passed, my aunt was still all wrapped up in
a heavy scarf and shivering constantly. Sucking in air, she kept muttering,
“Killer weather. So cold. Why would you venture out in this cold weather?”

I explained why I had come. My aunt stopped shivering, shot a glance at
me, and said, “No. He never mentioned that key. Your father was the fox in
the family. He never told the truth. Whenever he came over here, he wanted
to borrow money. So many years have passed. Why are you still concerned
about it? It’s tough to figure out what your father was up to.”

“But the box is still here. He left it to me. Can I smash it open and look
inside?”



“This isn’t my business. You can see I’m old. After a while, it will be
difficult for me to talk. Why would I bother about his things? I sit here and
often dream of skiing with your father in the courtyard. Back then I was six
and he was eight. Even at that age, he was already a trickster. If you don’t
want to let this matter drop, you can go and see his old friend Qin Yi.” Her
toothless mouth was shriveled; she seemed to want to say more. Suddenly,
she dropped her head, closed her eyes, and fell asleep.

I figured it would be impossible to get any useful clues from my aunt. I
might as well go home first. I decided to visit Qin Yi the next day. I hadn’t
seen him since Father died almost seven years ago.

Qin Yi lived on a small winding lane. It had just rained, and there were
puddles everywhere. After I walked along this lane, my pants and feet were
all spattered. Ahead of me was a little old man being chased by an old
woman with a large wooden stick. She kept stumbling and falling, and she
was crazy with rage. For his part, the old man was as nimble as a goat as he
leapt over one puddle after another. Later, the old woman tired and sat
beside the road cursing him. The old man went into the house and hid. He
was Qin Yi, who had been Father’s young friend and student.

When I went inside he was jittery. He didn’t ask me to take a seat, either.
He was only too anxious for me to leave. But after hearing my question, he
seemed interested and invited me to sit down and have some tea.

“Although he was my teacher, I have to tell you he was a big fraud. I’ve
said this all along. He was always hiding boxes and saying there were huge
secrets inside that he would explain later. But he never did. I have a box of
his, too. I opened it a long time ago, and it was empty. He was still alive
then, and I asked him about it. He said he was joking, and that he hadn’t
imagined I would smash it open. By saying this, I don’t mean to encourage
you to smash your box. Just leave it alone. Maybe there’s a little something
inside.”

“Yes, of course there’s something inside. I heard it. It’s also heavy. After
all, he was my father.” I felt a little resentful of Qin Yi. I didn’t know why
my father had trusted this kind of person.

“Maybe, maybe. He was your father. So you believe there is something
in it. But I know nothing about the key.”

Later on, I also visited a cousin, one of my father’s former colleagues,
and one of my mother’s confidants, and still didn’t learn anything.



As the story about my box made the rounds among my acquaintances,
some people found excuses to call on me. They would sit down and glance
at the loft. Whenever I looked at them, they would turn their eyes away and
look down and exchange small talk. Each time, my cousin would stick her
hands in her pants pockets and stride back and forth.

One day, my cousin’s parents—a very boring couple—were among the
visitors. After they sat down, their eyes slid to and fro like a thief’s and they
made impertinent remarks belittling today’s youth. Then my cousin came
over and cursed them. She said they hadn’t been invited. She wanted them
to take off.

“Don’t think I don’t know everything about you,” her mother said as she
left. “Some people look all right, but actually they are thoroughly rotten.
Just listen to what people say about you.”

When the visitors were gone, my cousin was still furious and gasping for
breath. All of a sudden, she grabbed my collar and shook it hard. She said,
“Was it you who started talking about the box?”

“I talked with some people—with my father’s relatives and good friends.
So what? This isn’t some terrible secret! Outsiders must have known of it
long ago.”

“You fool!” Utterly exasperated, she let go of me. “What makes you
think outsiders knew about this? With your parents dead, I’m the only one
who knew. Now everyone is interested in your box. Do you think your
father can still rest in peace in the ground? You’re doomed. You sinner!”

I could see I’d made a mistake. Avoiding her eyes, I spoke haltingly,
“I’m . . . just . . . not . . . convinced . . .”

Because so many people were coming over, all I could do was hide the
box away, hoping to dispel their curiosity.

But visitors still showed up, sat at the table, looked down, and didn’t
look at the loft again. They didn’t say anything, either. They thought their
manner would signal that they knew all there was to know. I realized that as
soon as they left they would talk about me maliciously. Qin Yi was one of
the visitors, confirming for me that it was he who had spread the rumors.
This evil was gnawing at Father’s corpse all the time.

One day when I came home from work, my son complained to me that
even the kids at school had started talking about us. He couldn’t stand the
looks he was getting from others. His face filled with rage, he wanted me to
open the box and get it over with. “Isn’t it just a wooden box? Why did you



hide it?” He said I had hidden the box, yet he was the one who ran into
trouble everywhere he went.

“They’re also gossiping about murder. It stresses me out,” my son said
indignantly.

I thought about the mistakes I’d made. But the root of all of these
mistakes stemmed from Father’s having given me a locked wooden box
without a key. Why on earth had he hated me so much?

My husband wearied of neighbors and relatives shuttling in and out of
the house. I often felt that he was surreptitiously observing me to see if I
would give in. One day, after hesitating for a long time, he finally said,
“Rumei, let’s give it up.”

“What’s this ‘us’? You’re talking about me. I’m telling you I don’t care
what you think about this matter. That’s right. You! And all the rest of you,
too!” I glared at my cousin. She was looking at the ceiling.

“Why are you so obstinate? We can break the box open and look inside.
Isn’t that the way to get to the bottom of this? What on earth are you afraid
of?”

“No!” I shouted, and then dashed into the bedroom and shut the door.
I dragged the box out from under the bed and shook it next to my ear.

The contents seemed to be withered leaves, straw, or letters. When I shook
it a few more times, I thought it was none of these, but merely some broken
bones or small pebbles or wood chips. What was inside the box was really
hard to determine. Could Father have simply been playing a prank? What
kind of person did he think I was? The same as Qin Yi? Actually, what was
the essential difference between Qin Yi and me? The only difference was
that up to now I hadn’t smashed open the box. There must be someone who
understood, and that person was probably my cousin. Otherwise, why
would she have said that it was because of this that she had come to stay
here? In the seven years since I put the box in the loft, it hadn’t attracted
any interest. That’s right: my cousin created this disturbance. Maybe Father
had dropped her a hint and she’d picked up on it. She was very bright.

When I thought of how Father had regarded me, I felt thoroughly
disappointed. I threw the box down, and a vague plan arose in my mind.
Yes, I was going to retaliate against the dead—Father and also Mother—
and consign them to hell. My husband entered quietly and noticed the box
on the floor. He mistakenly thought I had yielded. As he stood under the
lamp, his lanky body appeared to be floating. I heard him sigh. He seemed



to be talking to himself: “It shouldn’t have grown so serious in the first
place. Who cares about things that belonged to the dead? It would have
been okay if everyone had continued being in the dark, wouldn’t it? The
past few days, those people have really been driving me nuts.”

Early in the morning, my cousin packed her things. She stood up right
after breakfast and announced she was leaving. My son immediately
shouted in protest, saying she shouldn’t leave so soon. They hadn’t finished
yesterday’s chess game.

“What’s your rush?” I looked her straight in the eye.
“You no longer need me here,” she smiled. “Evils will continue, but

there won’t be any serious problem. I’m relieved. And I can’t stay here
forever. It’s already been long enough.”

I held back my rising anger. “Didn’t you say you would curb the evils?”
“I was just exaggerating. We all like to boast, because it makes us feel

important. I have to deal with my own problems. As you saw, the two old
folks came here making trouble. They were extremely malicious. They
wanted to kill someone!” Then she hefted her backpack, waved her hand,
and left.

“I never thought she could have put up with this situation,” my husband
whispered.

“Could you? What’s your ‘situation’? Do you know? Don’t play
innocent! We’re a little too old for that.” This startled him. He sneered and
went outside.

My son also left the table, glared at me, and walked away.
Outside, people were talking. The neighbors. They were crowding

around my husband asking him something. I felt a roaring in my head.
Everything was like an arrow in a bow.

My husband seemed to be saying something, and they all suddenly
understood. They marveled and slowly dispersed.

I couldn’t take it anymore. I grabbed the tape recorder and smashed it on
the floor. No one paid any attention to me. They had all gone. I returned to
the bedroom and took out that wooden box and shook it a few times next to
my ear. I heard the sound of withered leaves, or perhaps they were letters or
photographs. It was possible, too, that they were bones or wood chips. At
this moment, my curiosity kept mounting. My anger was mounting along
with it. I put the box in a bag and hurried outside.



When I returned, my husband was waiting at the door. His face was
somber. My son was with him. As soon as my son caught sight of me, he
ran off.

“Did you throw that thing into the river?” my husband asked, his hands
starting to twitch.

“So what if I did? It’s mine. I can do whatever I want with it.”
“Sure. You have the right.” His gaze was wandering, and his hands

stopped spasming. “Rumei, tell me the truth. Aren’t you afraid? Especially
when you wake up in the middle of the night?”

“Why should I be afraid? Can being afraid solve the problem? Who can
avoid it? Your plight isn’t any better, either.”

“Oh, yes! Now I get it. What a fool I’ve been! Thanks to your
awakening, I now understand everything. We don’t have to be such sticklers
for form, do we? You and I want the same thing. We just deal with it
differently. Your father was really an old fox. He was always disguised
well. I wasn’t at all suspicious of him. Don’t worry. Those people won’t be
back. They all have their own troubles. You could just as well have opened
it and taken a look before throwing it away, you know?”

“No!” I said with finality.
After that, my husband and son drew away from me, though we were

still talking and laughing together. They acted as if nothing had happened,
but I could see it all written on their faces. They often glanced
absentmindedly at the loft, as if to remind me of the sin. This went on for
days.

Actually, I was often startled awake in the middle of the night. At times
like that, I seriously thought of making an identical box for my son, and
putting withered leaves or several newspapers or a few wood chips or a few
slices of something else inside it. I even discussed it with my husband. My
husband concluded that I wanted to shift the responsibility.

When I had nearly forgotten her, my cousin reappeared. Her face was
tanned and her hair was scorched brown. She still looked very much the
way an old maid looks, with her hands stuffed into her pants pocket.

“Are you here to investigate the case?” I ridiculed her, while doing my
best to look relaxed.

“Who has time for that? I’ve been traveling on business all along. When
I was in the Gobi Desert, I considered staying there. Then I thought, Isn’t
everywhere the same? The same evil, the same deception, so I decided I



might as well come back here. How are all of you? Did time heal the
wound?” Looking up, she swept her eyes toward the loft, and a fleeting
smile skimmed over her face.

“There’s still something I don’t understand. You were so serious about
this matter. And then you just forgot it all? Do you treat your own issues
like this?”

“Of course,” she laughed, “I act just the same. Everything is but an
assumption, and we need to be flexible in dealing with each of our
problems. Your father was a very flexible guy. He was never left with no
way out.”

“So you just faked the serious manner to remind me. Is that it?”
“I can’t say I was faking. At the time, what I said was all true. Later,

with the problem on the table, I believed you understood it all, and so I left
your home. What kind of outcome do you want? Nothing can be completed.
This is the conclusion. I remember there was a wooden box, right? Your
father loved these childish games, and he purposely concocted mysteries. In
the past, you were really numb. If I hadn’t reminded you, you wouldn’t
have noticed anything, would you? In fact, there were also some special
characteristics to your father’s methods. A box!” She burst out laughing,
and then turned serious again. “There’s no point in being so earnest about
this. Why would it matter if you had opened it and looked inside? You’re
still too stressed out. You aren’t flexible.”

Just as suddenly as she had appeared, my cousin vanished. One night, I
encountered her mother on the street. The old woman was standing alone
looking in all directions. I knew who she was looking for.

“She couldn’t have gone far, Auntie. She told me she’d be around. She’s
probably somewhere nearby.”

“I’ll make her pay for what she’s done.” She squeezed these words out
from between her teeth. In the cold wind, her face was frozen purple.

Before long, my uncle—my cousin’s father—died. She didn’t show up,
but I knew she was still here. She was a ghost, a person like Father. Perhaps
someday, she’ll walk into our house again and announce that she has to
investigate another of my sins.



THE OTHER SIDE OF THE PARTITION

When I was a kid, we lived in a place where all the neighbors shared a
kitchen. It was large, holding more than ten coal stoves. It also had a tap;
everyone took turns getting water to wash vegetables. Cooking was easy in
those days, for in general each family had two dishes every day—greens
and tofu, or greens and strips of meat fried with pickles. The kitchen was
liveliest when people were cooking. We all chatted in loud voices, mingled
with the ding-dang noise of metal scoops striking the woks.

If we all stopped making noise at the same time, we could hear a strange
buzzing sound coming constantly from the other side of the kitchen wall.
People said that a workshop on the other side of the wall made tin
gardening pots. But it had been closed for several months, probably because
there wasn’t enough business. Ordinarily, when we walked through that
narrow passage to reach the street we saw a big lock hanging from the
workshop door. What was making the buzzing sound? Adults paid no
attention to things like this; they acted as if there was no sound.

We loved playing hide-and-seek in the kitchen at night. By then, most of
the stoves would be cool and the lights turned off. The two or three stoves
that kept the fires burning inside looked like monsters, each with a single
fiery red eye.

Xiaoyi and I climbed from a stove to the top of the partition and stood in
a dark spot under the ceiling.

“There’s a ladder here,” Xiaoyi whispered.
I went down the ladder with him to the other side of the partition. So

dark! But you could hear noise in the kitchen: probably some hapless guy
had been caught there. Xiaoyi didn’t want me to stir. I grabbed his hand and
moved slowly ahead with him. I was shaking.

“Are you here?” someone asked in a rather weary voice.
“Yes, yes!” Xiaoyi said enthusiastically, as if trying to please that person.
It was hot all around, and a faint aroma reached us. Was someone stir-

frying soybeans? Xiaoyi wanted me to sit down, so I sat on a pitted stone
bench. This wasn’t a bit comfortable. I sensed many people around me, and



the atmosphere was tense. They seemed to be observing my attitude about
something, but I had no idea what it was.

“Take a stand,” Xiaoyi said, as he poked me.
“About what?” I asked.
“Whatever. Who cares? Hurry up!”
Someone walked over and stepped on my instep with his heavy boot. My

foot seemed to be broken. I screamed in pain.
“Good,” said Xiaoyi. “This is also a declaration.” He relaxed.
But the girl next to us wasn’t happy. Girls are girls, not like us boys.

They’re always unhappy with others, always grumbling. Whatever you do,
they’re never satisfied.

I stood up with tears in my eyes. I was groaning. There was no way I
could continue sitting on that stone bench.

The girl put something in my palm. She said they were soybeans—as a
reward to me. Hadn’t she been unhappy with me a moment ago? So why
was she rewarding me?

Soybeans were being lightly stir-fried in the iron wok, but I couldn’t see
the wok, nor could I see the stove. This was truly odd. Could it be a
smoldering fire that was burning with no flames? It was so hot. I put the two
soybeans in my mouth and chewed. They tasted quite good. My instep still
hurt a lot. I propped it up on the stone bench, and stood there bent over. The
boy on my left said something to me, but I couldn’t hear him well. He was
angry and shouted, “Why don’t you leave?”

But I didn’t intend to go. Maybe I was waiting to eat soybeans, or maybe
I was curious about this place.

“I’ll wait a while,” I said in a faint voice.
But that boy heard me right away! He shouted to everyone all around us,

“He wants to wait a while! He wants to watch us! But we won’t let him do
what he wants.”

Everyone in the room roared. What they all said was: “He’s too
ambitious!”

Then they laughed their heads off. I was super scared. I thought they
might attack me. But they didn’t. I heard the spatula as the soybeans were
frying, and I smelled the aroma. That girl rewarded me with a few more
beans. This was exciting! But Xiaoyi came over, grabbed my arm, and
ordered me to leave with him.



We went up the stairs, climbed the partition, and returned to the large
kitchen. No one was there. It was already midnight. Only the few stoves
with fires still burning were visible.

I took the soybeans out of my pocket and looked at them from time to time.
They were ordinary fried soybeans. When I put them in front of my nose, I
could smell their aroma. What kinds of people were engaged in secret
activity at midnight on the other side of the partition? I heard their voices,
but didn’t see them. In the daytime, without letting Xiaoyi know, I sneaked
to the workshop gate. I planted my ear against the locked door: it was silent
inside. I listened for a long time, until I wearied of it.

“I miss the tin workshop. Can you take me there again at night?” I asked
Xiaoyi.

“No way.” His answer was straightforward. “Last time we went there by
accident. If we make our plans in advance, a leopard will be guarding the
entrance, and you’ll have no way to get in.”

“But how do they—and even that girl—get in?” I asked.
“They live there. There were some buildings in this town that you

thought were empty, but in fact they were inhabited. I’ve heard my grandpa
speak of this. But I’ve been to only one of them—the tin workshop.”

Afraid that I would ask him more questions, Xiaoyi took off in a hurry.
I was bored. I had no interest in the big lively kitchen; only the

mysterious air of the tin workshop could stir me up. Dad was yelling at me
hoarsely, urging me to hurry up and get on with the cooking.

I reluctantly washed radishes, chopped them, and placed them in a large
pot of water. Then I stood there, dazed. I noticed a brick in the wall had
loosened, and filled with expectations I watched it, but time passed and
nothing happened. When I turned the radishes with my spatula, I heard a
sigh from over there: “It’s so lonely here!”

It was a girl’s voice, but not the girl who had given me soybeans.
My sister came over with a big smile. She grabbed the spatula from me

and deftly scooped the radishes and spatula into a bowl.
“Hey—this boy is daydreaming!” she announced to everyone.
Everyone in the kitchen burst out laughing. I hated her.
When I looked again at the partition, I saw nothing going on at all.



A group of people standing around a large wok fried soybeans in the
dark: I was greatly attracted to this kind of thing, for you never knew what
might happen next. I felt great esteem for Xiaoyi.

Xiaoyi was hiding from me. The more he did this, the more my hopes
soared. I thought, My friends are on the other side of the partition. Over
there, things I’m interested in are happening. I forgot the pain I had suffered
that night. What I remembered were the faint aroma of the soybeans and the
vague excitement in the dark. I decided to go all out for it.

To be safe, I waited until late to slip out of my home—it was probably
midnight.

I felt my way into the kitchen and saw those three monsters’ red eyes
again. I climbed up from one of the cold stoves—climbed to the top of the
wall. It was very quiet on the other side of the partition. I crouched on top
of the wall and explored below with one leg. But it was useless: the ladder
was gone. Damn that Xiaoyi. I was tired and afraid and filled with regret.
But I didn’t want to go back to the kitchen, either. Then I heard a voice rise
in midair: “You may just walk down. It’s okay.”

This alluring voice belonged to the girl who had given me the soybeans.
I couldn’t help it: my center of gravity lurched. God! With one step, I
touched solid ground. I steadied myself.

The room was still hot, still suffused with the faint aroma of soybeans,
still dark. I couldn’t see anyone. For some reason, tears filled my eyes.
Luckily, no one saw this. I knew that people were all around, but they didn’t
make any noise. No sound came from the soybeans, or the iron wok either.
Now there was a sound. It came from the kitchen. It seemed that my
neighbors were frying vegetables in the kitchen. They were talking in loud
voices, and their voices had turned pleasant. Was it already daytime over
there?

A hand pulled me down, and I sat once more on the rough stone bench.
My butt hurt a lot.

“We’ve been waiting for you,” a voice close to me said, “in order to
learn what things are like over there.”

“Are you interested in what goes on in the kitchen over there?” I asked. I
was surprised.

“You mean you aren’t?” that person asked in return.



And then no one said anything. With no one speaking, I couldn’t tell
how many people were in the room. Maybe four or five, maybe twenty or
thirty. What was certain was that they were listening attentively to the
sound—the variable rolling clamor that came from the kitchen on the other
side of the partition. Someone over there was laughing out loud: it seemed
to be my sister. And then the others laughed, too. I should have been in the
kitchen as well, but I was sitting here in the dark because it made me feel
vaguely excited. These people who didn’t show their faces were just like
conspirators, and I kept feeling that something big was about to happen.
Just think about this: I had descended from midair. This kind of thing had
actually happened! I loved this kind of gathering so much. But why were
these mysterious people interested in the vulgar things going on in the
kitchen that I knew so well?

Later, when I ran into Xiaoyi, I told him my thoughts. He listened
without saying a word. Then he sighed and said that this kind of question
was rather abstruse, and he wasn’t the right person to ask.

His little-adult expression made me laugh, and my interest in the
partition over there increased. Tomorrow night, I would climb over there
again. Without using a ladder, I still could descend to the ground. This was
my secret.



SHADOW PEOPLE

I was one of the Shadow People in this torrid city. In the daytime, when
the city was blazing hot, people moved their activities to dark places—to
rooms with windows covered with thick drapes. It was said that in the past
many people were on the streets, but before long they began to go into
hiding, partly out of shame and partly out of cowardice. Who dared
confront the sun? Naturally, this change didn’t take place overnight. At first,
because of inner extrusion, people gradually became thin, and then even
thinner, until they turned into shapes like flagpoles. Although there were no
flags, a little something did seem to be fluttering at the top—neither quite
like people’s hair nor quite like hats. Later, even these flagpoles retreated
shamefacedly indoors. But if an outsider ventured to walk into a house
(most houses weren’t locked), after rubbing his eyes to adjust to the dark he
would find no one at all in the darkened room.

Where had the people gone? We hadn’t gone underground, nor were we
hiding inside the hollow walls. We were simply in the room. If you
carefully investigated the foot of the bed, the back of the bookcase, the
corners of the room, the backs of the doors, and other similar places, you
would discover pale shadows flexing and twisting. That’s us, the cowards.
Worms hide in the earth. We hide indoors. It seems an odd way to live.

I had been traipsing around for a very long time before I reached Fire
City. I still remember the longing I felt on the way. I thought I was going to
the Crystal Palace—the most beautiful place found in legends. It was night
when I arrived. I remember that someone dragged me into an old room
smelling of broth, and then I heard someone say, “He can never leave.”

I lay on a huge wooden bed. It wasn’t just I; several other people were
lying there, too. Thick drapes blocked the rays of light. It remained dark
inside, even though dawn had come a long time ago. I wanted to sit up. I
wanted to get out of bed and go outside. The old codger next to me held me
down with his powerful hand and said, “You’d be looking for trouble if you
went outside naked, wouldn’t you? One time, someone here did go out
rashly, and then he died of shame.”



Why had he asserted that I wasn’t wearing clothes? How unreasonable!
How arbitrary! I wanted to argue with him, but I couldn’t say a word. My
brain was empty. It was really absurd. I had wanted to go to the Crystal
Palace, but I had fallen into this dark place, into a city run by power
politics. But the broth wasn’t bad. There was a cook in this room, though I
couldn’t see him. I couldn’t see anyone. I just heard their voices. Then, all
of a sudden, I started drinking some broth. After finishing it, I threw the
bowl up in the air. I wanted to see if someone would come to retrieve it. No
one did. The bowl didn’t fall to the floor, either; I don’t know where it flew.

Now, with no one blocking me, I got out of bed and groped my way to
the door. I opened it a crack. All of a sudden, light streaming past knocked
me onto the floor. And the door closed automatically. The blow just now
was so powerful that I felt I’d been struck by lightning. There was a little
light in the room now, and I could distinguish about five shadows on the
bed. I held my hand out toward them, but touched only air. This was so
scary! I fell to the floor and sat there feeling anguished. I heard the old
codger: “Lei Xiaonan (my name), if you’re thinking about going out, you’d
better not tell anyone.”

He actually knew my name. What did he mean by what he said? I
couldn’t touch this old codger, and yet he could push me down and restrict
my movements.

This house was large. At one end of it, someone was cooking soup. I sat
on the floor, unable to think of any countermeasures. I had arrived at night.
Now it was probably morning.

“Someone who was treated to a good meal was not a bit grateful.”
The voice came from the other side of the room; perhaps it was the cook

talking. Everyone on the big bed laughed out loud. “So you’ve been after
appreciation all along,” they said in unison.

Just then, I smelled meat burning. The whole room was permeated with
this nauseating smell.

I burrowed under the high bed and lay there. It was even darker here and
should be safer. However, someone whispered in my ear, “I’m going to go
on strike today.” It was the cook. This was where he always slept.

“Are you a local?” I asked after a pause.
“Of course. In the past, during wartime, we fought in the streets until we

were covered with blood.”
“And later?”



“Later, the sun became more and more toxic, and we had to move to
these shady places.”

“When the sun sets, can you go out?”
“The setting sun is a thing of the past. Now the sun no longer sets.”
“That’s not true. I know it was night when I arrived here.”
“I’ll tell you what happens. The sun does set briefly every day, but only

for a few seconds—or at the most, two minutes. It was at that moment that
you arrived.”

I wanted to ask him some more, but he started snoring. I couldn’t touch
him, either. Perhaps I was the only one in this room with a physical body.
My left hand was here, and my right hand was here. I could touch my face.

The sound of snoring filled the entire room. How odd. Why didn’t I feel
even a little drowsy? I was too excited. My thoughts began roaming around
in the midst of the snoring sounds. Over there in the stove, which was as big
as one in a farmhouse, the bright coal fire was belching blue flames. Two
shadows crouched at the sides of the stove. They kept talking in whispers.
A sss-woooo, sss-woooooo came from them as they grew longer and
shorter. Their conversation, however, didn’t stop for even a moment. People
enjoyed many advantages when they were transformed into these wispy
things.

At my feet, behind the large cupboard, there were also a few shadows.
Sometimes they snored and sometimes they didn’t. They were worried.
Whenever they stopped snoring, they muttered some short phrases:
“Inhaling!” “Attention!” “Hold up.” “Fling it out.” “Throw it in.” It seemed
they had trouble sleeping. Maybe, whether asleep or awake, they always
lived like this.

All of a sudden, a wind chime rang near the window, ting-ling, ting-ling,
startling me. All the sounds in the room ceased. Everyone was listening
intently. I couldn’t stop myself from clambering out from under the bed.
This drew curses from all directions, probably because the noise I made
interfered with their listening. What significance was this bizarre wind
chime transmitting? Arching my back, I glided over to the side of the
window. It was still sounding, but no wind was blowing. I lifted the curtains
gently, my eyes narrowing in the glaring white light. I saw it suspended on
the window. It was shaking by itself, as though it were alive. I couldn’t look
at it very long, so I had to let go of the curtains. A deathly stillness filled the
room. It took about two minutes for the wind chime to stop shaking. At



first, the several persons on the bed sighed, “Finally.” “Man’s extremity is
God’s opportunity.” “All’s well that ends well.” The cook also came out. He
was on the bed when he said to me, “Your wandering back and forth in this
room is making me light-headed. I really shouldn’t have fed you soup. Just
look at how much space you’re occupying in this room.”

“I certainly didn’t intend to occupy your space,” I said, chagrined.
“But you did, anyhow.”
“Then what should I do?”
“You should leave, instead of taking our space. Whoever dragged you in

here in the first place was an idiot.”
His words made me disgusted with myself. I dashed over to the door. At

the worst, I might die, but—regardless—I was going out. I took a deep
breath, opened the door hurriedly, and pounced on the air outside. Behind
me, I heard several wind chimes.

My memories are confused. Things that happened when I first arrived
here seem to have occurred yesterday. After I left the large house, I was
almost blinded by the dazzling white blaze. In particular, the glass windows
of the large mansions were launching one flame after another into the air.
This city was going to be scorched. I hurriedly sought shelter in a small box
at the side of the road. It was an abandoned newspaper kiosk, its windows
blocked with cardboard. By all appearances, someone before me had used it
for a shelter. No, wait a minute, someone was inside right now.

“You’ve been evicted,” he said. “Were you evicted because of your
frivolous behavior?”

A deep sense of shame that I’d never felt before took hold of me. I really
wanted to burrow under the ground and never come out. I couldn’t
remember exactly how old I was, but anyhow I was no longer young. How
come I was still behaving like a frisky colt? I had never realized this when I
was still at home, but when I arrived here my true nature was revealed.

The person talking with me—a talking shadow—was glued to the tin
wall. This person seemed overcome with worries. I asked if I was invading
his space. He thought about this for a long time before answering: “Space
isn’t an issue in a place like this. I’m here only temporarily to take a rest.
This is a public newspaper kiosk. Who would be able to stay here long?”

I was relieved, yet my sense of shame didn’t vanish. My hands, my feet,
my chin, my messy beard, my vulgar voice: all these made me really
ashamed. Not to mention having been evicted from the large house: I



couldn’t even think about that, for if I did I’d go out of my mind. I closed
my eyes: I no longer wanted to see anything. On the wall, he sneered a
couple of times. I didn’t know if he was laughing at me or not.

“Who are you laughing at?”
“Nobody. People like us enjoy sneering a couple of times when we have

nothing else to do.”
His words weren’t very friendly. I certainly didn’t want to stick around

here, but where could I go? This person was hanging on the wall, and a
faint smell emanated from him. He made me feel really uncomfortable.
Maybe I smelled even worse and I simply wasn’t aware of it. In despair, I
raised one hand to my eyes. My hand had withered. It was like two layers of
skin wrapped around bones. And that wasn’t all: the bones in my hand had
become thin and pliable.

“Brother, I see that you’re extruding yourself. You’ll soon become as
thin as a sheet of paper.”

After saying this, he floated away from the door with a puh. The form of
a person was hanging where he had been. Involuntarily, I pressed myself
against the vacancy, and then heard another puh sound. Had I also been
transformed into a shadow, glued up here? I could still see and touch my
hands, my chin, my shoulders, and my vulgar face. It’s just that these parts
had somehow become thinner.

I could still move. I strode toward the door and looked out from a crack
in the door. The rays of light were no longer so dazzling, and a dark green
color had appeared everywhere. I saw three shadows against the trashcan;
their voices reached my ears. They were scrambling for a box of fast food
that someone had thrown away. At first, they argued loudly, and then they
compromised and took turns grabbing things and eating. I remembered the
cook and the broth in the house. Why didn’t these shadows go into the
house? Had they also been evicted? It appeared that those who were inside
the house were powerful. No wonder their talk betrayed a superiority
complex. When I first arrived, had they thought I was important and
discovered only later that I wasn’t?

The sky’s deep green color grew darker and darker. A sentimental watery
hue unfolded in the air. All of a sudden, I remembered why I had come to
this place: someone had stolen my family heirloom, a valuable ink stone. I
had sued him and been crushingly defeated. I’d almost forgotten this, but
now at last I began to remember. I skipped trippingly along the road like a



swallow. Why did I feel so humiliated just then? I looked at the people who
had been picking up food to eat from the trashcan; now the three of them
were wrapped around the top of the concrete lamppost. They were on top of
the world as they rested. Their heads took on their original triangular shapes
as they slept. Even in slumber, these heads didn’t behave well: they bumped
into each other like naughty children.

A lot of old houses stood on both sides of the road. Taking stock of
them, I thought that, although they were old and damaged, the gray walls
and black doors appeared forbiddingly haughty. Probably the shadows in
the houses had undertaken a significant project. I looked straight across and
saw a long, black shadow extrude itself from the eaves and then hang from
the wall. Next to it another shadow did the same. They shook in the watery
air, looking hopeless. This old house was the very one I had just stayed at.
What was going on inside?

“Now he’s much more composed than before, but he still has a frivolous
tail.”

I looked up: it was one of the people twisted around on the lamppost
who had said this. All three of them were awake now, and their heads had
become thick dark shadows again—stretching out and drawing back as they
looked at me.

“Perhaps he will never lose that tail. He can’t transform himself into one
of us.”

I skipped a few times on the sidewalk. My body really was as light as a
swallow’s. Could I fly, too?

I walked in front of the two shadows hanging on the wall and heard the
sound of weeping. It was a man and a woman. The woman’s shadow was a
little thicker. The outline of the man’s shadow was difficult to distinguish if
you didn’t look carefully. Perhaps this was because the woman had exerted
herself more in life. Why were they so woeful?

“The sun will come out again. Sooner or later, we’ll have nowhere to
hide,” the woman said through tears.

“You chose to get out of there. No one forced us,” the man said.
“I can’t help but belittle myself in there. I’d rather take the risk of

leaving.”
“Sweetheart, I love you so much.”
The two shadows embraced briefly and separated quickly.



My skin felt prickly. All around, the dark green color was gradually
lightening: the sun was coming out. The two shadows both looked dejected:
they were elongated and thin on the old wall, as if wanting to blend in.
Would they die from being exposed to the sun?

It was hard to tolerate the sun. I had to slip back into the old house.
“I’ve come to occupy the space again,” I said to the Shadow People in

the house.
The room was silent. I smelled the broth. Had they slipped out like the

two on the wall? I groped my way to the large bed. It was empty. I wanted
to lie down and rest a while, but a sense of inferiority seeped out from the
bottom of my heart. This wasn’t my bed: how could I lie on it?

Then it would be all right if I lay down under the bed. I felt around under
the bed. There were cobwebs all around. I grabbed a large bunch of them.
This gave me goose bumps. I flicked my hands repeatedly and brushed
them off repeatedly, too. And still I was uncomfortable. The backs of my
hands itched and prickled. Had I been bitten by a poisonous insect? Little
by little, I could see the furniture in the room. I walked toward that
enormous stove.

“Ha-ha.” Someone on the front of the stove laughed.
This was the person I had run into outside.
“You can’t drink that broth.”
“Why not?”
“Because you still have a tail. Wherever you go, you occupy space. This

broth isn’t for people like you. The old man thought that as soon as you
entered this room you’d be able to transform into one of us, but you still
have a tail.”

This person apparently wanted to make things difficult for me.
“May I at least rest on the bed?”
“No.”
“Are you the manager here?”
“We manage ourselves. But you’re a different matter.”
As we spoke, he twisted around, and two gusts of evil wind blew toward

me. It seemed that everyone here was my superior. I had a tail which I
couldn’t cast off.

“Try swaying as I’m doing,” he said.
Imitating these shadows, I twisted a few times. God! I was almost done

for. I fell apart. The sky was no longer the sky, and the earth no longer the



earth. My body seemed to be turning into a worn-out fishing net suspended
in the air. I felt like throwing up, which was even worse; I was going to
make a complete mess of myself.

“Sway a few more times.” I heard his voice again.
But I couldn’t. This was harder to take than dying. I collapsed, my face

on the floor. The broth on the stove was bubbling. I heard him stoking the
fire with an iron hook. Evidently when a person was transformed into a
shadow, he could still do his work. It was clear that I wasn’t made of the
same stuff. I will always have a tail, but lamentably I’ll never be able to
touch it. At this moment, I so much wanted to be transformed into one of
the Shadow People. I really admired these guys who swayed to and fro.
Even their sadness was sublime. If I died some day and became a nut-
brown strip hanging on the wall and thus didn’t occupy any space, how
wonderful that would be! I remembered that in my childhood, when the
southern snowflakes floated to the adobe wall of our home, the wall’s color
deepened and the snowflakes disappeared. The fire which heated the house
of course also warmed the adobe walls.

He slowly floated to the large bed over there, swayed elegantly a few
times, and then calmly dropped down onto the bed. A small green star
twinkled briefly in the dark and just as quickly disappeared.

“Did you see that just now? It was really bright!” I burst out with this,
despite my stomachache.

“It’s something inside us. Some folk say that we became Shadow People
precisely in order to see it.”

“When you saw it just now, were you happy?”
“Uh-huh. But it’s meaningless to answer questions like that.”
I was depressed. I felt it would be tough for me to go on staying here, but

I couldn’t go back either. It was out of the question for a shadow with a tail
to live among people at home. In my hometown, physical labor was the
only work available, and I would have to work every day there; I wouldn’t
be able to live the idle life as I was doing now. I had yearned for an idle life
since I was a young man. Finally it was being realized, but why was I still
wavering between considerations of gain and loss? People are never
content.

It was noisy outside: people were coming back. They probably saw me,
for they fell silent. Just then I was squatting, sticking tightly to the side of
the stove. I figured they hadn’t yet made up their minds whether they



wanted to drive me out again. I was prepared to leave at once if they drove
me out.

“I never imagined that he could be transformed this way.” The cook was
the first to speak. “He just has a tail left on the outside.”

“Now we probably shouldn’t drive him out,” said the old man who had
slept beside me.

They all entered, leaving the door wide open. At this moment, the light
outside was very strong; it shone snow white on the area next to the
entrance. I figured they had left the door open for me. I thought they wanted
me to decide on my own to leave. The stillness in the house had told me this
much. Gnashing my teeth, I rushed out. I rushed out with my feet, certainly
not with my tail. It was only they who could see my tail.

I heard people inside the room applauding. They appreciated what I had
done.

The burning sun stabbed my skin, and I ran around crazily. I wanted to
find a shady spot for shelter. All unaware, I fell into an underground carport.
I could finally relax. The gasoline odor was hard to take. I looked up.
Several shadows were hanging on the damp wall. They kept whispering.

“Is this up or down?”
“I think it’s up.”
“I think it’s down. Isn’t there something dusky here?”
“Take another look. It definitely isn’t something dusky.”
“No, it isn’t. There is layer upon layer inside. Then it must be up.”
“I don’t think it’s up, either. If it were up, then how could people trample

on that thing?”
A big truck drove up, dark and blurry. But it was a strange truck—it

made no noise. That was terrifying. It was being driven slowly, and it
approached gradually. The guys on the wall were silent. The truck scraped
against the wall as it drove up. Was it going to crush me to death? Clinging
to the wall, I stood on tiptoe. How I wished I could hang effortlessly on the
wall as these people were doing.

“Help!” I heard myself shout.
But it drove past, and I was still alive. I had just let out a sigh of relief

when it came back.
“This time, it’ll turn him into meat pie,” someone above me said.
I held my breath, feeling absolute despair. It was my destiny, since I

couldn’t transform myself into a shadow. When it pounded past, my ribs



hurt a little, because I was terrified of death. Yet they didn’t hurt too much.
I hadn’t died yet. I felt my ribs: they were fine. But hadn’t I seen the iron

front of the truck crushing me? Now none of those shadows on the wall
above made a sound.

The truck kept going back and forth for a long time, and I became rather
used to it. Nonetheless, it was unquestionably a truck—I even touched it
with my hand. Then I must be the issue. Was I still a human being? If I was,
how could I have been repeatedly crushed and yet still be okay? If I had
already turned into a shadow, why did my ribs hurt?

The truck drove ahead into the dark tunnel. I stood stuck to the wall, not
knowing what to do. The other vehicles in this carport looked like junk,
abandoned years ago. But it was hard to say whether the truck that struck
me was also a piece of junk. Someone was driving it. I had made eye
contact, and he looked like a robot. But he had a real hand, a man’s hairy
hand. He had even reached out and touched my face as he passed. The hand
was icy cold. I shivered.

“I want to leave.” I couldn’t stop myself from saying this to the people
above me.

It was a long time before someone asked, “How is that possible?”
Following the wall, I made my way toward the exit. I heard them talking

about me behind my back, but I couldn’t hear their exact words. Each time I
moved, the air made a puh sound, as though I’d broken a layer of
membrane. I would soon reach the exit. The sunshine dazzled me, and I
hadn’t yet decided what to do. Should I actually go out? Just now, hadn’t
someone said it was impossible? As I wavered, the large truck drove up
again. This time, it bumped into me and sent me flying. Slowly, I landed in
a dark spot—perhaps the innermost part of the carport. I fell onto the
ground, but I was unhurt. Maybe that’s because I had already transformed
into a shadow. The cement floor was a little damp from humidity. The odor
of gasoline was less pungent now; perhaps I had grown accustomed to it.
The large truck had disappeared. It was as though it had driven up
especially to bump into me.

“There’s no broth here. How do you live?” I asked loudly.
No one answered. They must have thought I was very vulgar. I had

really begun longing for the broth in that old house. You could never forget
the food once you had tasted it. At that moment, the large stove and the
cook were magnified in my imagination. I thought that life in the old house



was the life of my ideals. Like that other person, I could stick to the wall of
the stove and go to the stove whenever I wanted to drink the broth.

I wasn’t a bit hungry, so why did I keep thinking about the broth?
Against the wall, I unconsciously shifted toward the outside once more.
“He is really stubborn,” groaned someone above.
I came rushing out. I figured out where the old house was and closed my

eyes as I rushed over there. The sun was burning this deserted city—it was
quiet everywhere. I was accustomed now to hurrying along with my eyes
closed, and in any case no vehicles were on the road so nothing could run
into me. I could open my eyes a crack every thirty seconds and see a little
of the surroundings. And so, after a short time I reached the old house.

“I’m back again,” I said as I entered.
“But no one here welcomes you.” I heard the cook’s voice. “There’s only

one use for someone like you: to be added to the stew in this large pot. You
still have a tail, don’t you?”

He asked me to approach him so he could look at my tail. I did, but he
changed his mind and said, “I don’t have to look at it. It’s too hard; it hasn’t
ripened yet.” Then he told me, “You’d better lie on your stomach on the
floor and not move. Then no one can see you. If they can’t see you, they
won’t be annoyed.”

Complying with his instructions, I lay down. It was incredibly different
this time. I heard all manner of noises coming up nonstop from cracks in the
floor, from the walls, and from the ceiling: a lot of people were telling
stories from those places. Their voices were bewitching—wonderful in both
tone and expression. I was carried along by those fantastic snippets of
sound. The mysterious voices narrating these stories filled this old house—
waves upon waves, like a big river surging. Although I couldn’t hear the
end of any story, I was so excited my body shook as though I had malaria. I
—this shadow with a tail—began twisting around crazily. I was hurting so
much I groaned loudly, but I couldn’t keep my body from moving. I was
going to die! I was going to die!

All of a sudden, a bell rang, and the voices fell silent. Ah, the wind
chime! I was still twisting, immersed in a beautiful story: even if I died, I
wouldn’t regret this. The ringing stopped, then started again. This time it
sounded like a warning; perhaps I was the one who needed a warning. I
involuntarily stopped twisting. I hadn’t fainted even though it had been
unbearable. How odd! The wind chime didn’t ring again after warning me. I



looked up and gazed around the room. All the shadows had disappeared.
Where had they gone?

I stood up and walked around. I couldn’t hear my footsteps. I jumped,
and then jumped some more, and still I heard no sound. The only sound in
the entire house was the puh, puh, puh coming from the broth in the big pot
on the stove. I walked over, scooped soup into a bowl, and drank it. The
broth smelled good but I couldn’t detect any flavor. Maybe the flavor was
too complex, and I just couldn’t describe it. After finishing a bowl of soup, I
felt strong all over.

I lay down on the floor again and listened intently. I didn’t hear those
sweet voices. I heard only the depressing north wind blowing hard outside,
one gust after another. Tired of listening, I twisted my head around and
looked back. Ah, there was my tail. My tail was as large as a dinosaur’s. In
the dim light, I could sometimes see it and sometimes not. It was real and
illusory at the same time. It had grown on my back and was a support for
my whole body. Now I understood what the cook had said. He had spoken
that way because he envied me.

I—a shadow with a tail: I belonged to the Shadow People, and yet I was
different from the others.



CROW MOUNTAIN

I’d been waiting for a long time for Qinglian, who lived on the fifth
floor, to take me to a place called Crow Mountain. It was a vacant five-story
building on the brink of collapse. It used to be the municipal office. I had
passed by it only once, the year I was four. I remembered Mama pointing at
the large, tightly closed windows and saying to me, “This is Crow
Mountain!” All kinds of questions occurred to me right away. “What do you
mean, it’s a mountain?” I asked. “It’s obviously a building. Where are the
crows? Are these windows shut so tightly because they’re afraid the crows
inside will fly away?” Dad was standing beside me. I wanted to ask still
more questions, but he cut me off: “Come on, let’s go!”

Later we moved to another part of the city. It was Qinglian who told me
more about that building. Qinglian was only fourteen but already a beauty,
and I envied her. She always frowned as she said to me, “Juhua, Juhua, how
can you be so ugly? I’m embarrassed to be seen with you.” I knew she was
kidding, so I didn’t get mad. We had been talking about Crow Mountain for
a long time. Everything I knew about it came from Qinglian. Though I
could still vaguely remember that large building outside the city, I hadn’t
been back a single time. The city was too big. But Qinglian went every year
because her uncle was a gatekeeper there.

“They’re always saying it’s going to collapse, but actually it isn’t. It’ll be
fine for decades. It’s so much fun inside!” she said.

Year after year, I pleaded with her to take me there, and finally she
agreed to take me one Saturday. It was a Monday morning when she made
this promise. Those five days dragged on forever, because I was afraid she
would change her mind. I needn’t have worried, though, for we finally set
out for the building as scheduled.

On the bus, Qinglian frowned sternly and didn’t say a word. Whenever I
asked a question, she just shook her head.

After we got off the bus and walked along the dirt road, I began to relive
all my memories. Not far from the office building was a well. Back then, its
water had overflowed into the nearby fields. My dad had filled a bottle with



the well water and given it to me to drink. Now the well had gone dry, and
the nearby paddy fields had also disappeared and turned into wasteland.

“When we reach Crow Mountain, you can’t just keep asking questions.”
I thought Qinglian was making it sound like a big deal just to impress

me.
Her uncle lived in the basement. Qinglian knocked several times, but he

didn’t come to the door. Qinglian said, “He’s always like this.” She said we
could go inside first and look around. As soon as she touched the door, it
opened. She dragged me in. The door closed with a creak. We could see
nothing inside.

“Qinglian, Qinglian, where are you?”
I sounded like a mosquito; my voice was distorted.
“Juhua, I’m in the mountain valley . . . Take it easy. Just lift your feet

high and walk . . .”
Her answer came from somewhere far away, and I thought she must be

somewhere above me. Was she hanging out with the crows on the fifth
floor? I did exactly as she said, and started lifting my feet and walking. But
it seemed as though my feet were being held in place by a powerful suction
on the floor. I was sweating all over. When I lost heart and stopped trying,
Qinglian’s voice rose again.

“Juhua, there are red cherries here!”
She was still above me. I started trying hard again, and this seemed a

little more effective. The floorboards sounded as though they were cracking,
which frightened me. When we were “horse vaulting” at home, Qinglian
was the “horse” and I vaulted over her. Every time I jumped over her, it felt
as though I were chopping her head off with my legs. The very thought
made me tremble. Now, stamping on the cracked floor was giving me the
same feeling. I realized I had managed to take several steps. My arms
flailed in the dark, and I wanted to hold on to something.

I stepped on a small animal that squealed weakly. Could it be the crow?
It didn’t sound like one. Maybe it was a rat.

“Juhua, you’re on the second floor now. That’s great. The floor tilts to
your right. Can you tell?” Qinglian seemed a little closer as she shouted to
me.

“Sort of . . . I guess.”
This time, my voice was back to normal. But I had taken only four or

five steps. How could I have reached the second floor so quickly? And since



it was the second floor of a building, how could there be a slope? She kept
telling me to try harder, and threatened me by saying if I didn’t do so, there
would be an “accident.” So I began lifting my legs high and setting them
down, just like a robot, lifting them up and setting them down. But I wasn’t
getting anywhere. I was back where I had started.

The floor was tilted at an angle, and I slipped and fell. And kept falling.
Where was I? Was that what Qinglian meant when she said there would be
an accident? Oh my God, I must be about to enter hell. I eventually slid to a
halt. When I stood up, I was free to walk around. But I didn’t dare just walk
wherever I wanted, because I was afraid.

“Have you come here to play games, child?” It was an old man’s voice.
It was probably Qinglian’s uncle. And since her uncle was here, this

couldn’t be hell.
“No, I’ve come, I’ve come . . .” I didn’t know how to answer.
“There’s something here that’s even more fun. Can you see me?”
“No.”
“Try harder.”
“Oh, I think I can see a shadow. Are you on my right?”
“No, I’m on your left.”
“Then I was mistaken. I can’t see you, Grandpa. Are you her uncle?”
He didn’t answer, and he didn’t say anything else. Perhaps he had gone.
He had asked me if I’d come here to play games, so maybe all the people

who came here did so in order to play games? Once I thought carefully
about it, I broke into a cold sweat. What a terrifying game this was. I sat
down on the floor and thought back on my years of friendship with
Qinglian.

She lived with her widowed mother on the fifth floor. Our family lived
on the first floor. She was like a tulip—not a rose or a narcissus. A tulip.
And I? I was just a plain old daisy. Qinglian wouldn’t have admitted that we
were close friends. She liked being a loner. Sometimes she called me “Little
Daisy” to show that she looked down on me. But I still liked it when she
called me that, even though she was only a year older than I, because I
thought it made us sound close.

She didn’t play with me very often. When the two of us were together,
we just played simple card games. When I asked her what she played at
home, she replied listlessly, “I have to work. There’s no time to play.” She
had never invited me to her home. I had heard that she and her mother did



embroidery. One day, I ran into her on the street and tore the linen cover off
the bamboo basket she was carrying. I was stunned when I saw her work.
She took it out so that I could look at it more closely. It was a piece of
double-sided embroidery. One side was a scene of the ocean; the other was
a waterfall. I was speechless. I gripped her hand—the one holding the
embroidery. She angrily dropped it back into the basket and pulled her hand
away.

She wouldn’t let me ask any questions about the embroidery. She looked
glum. She said I wouldn’t understand, and of course I didn’t. I couldn’t
imagine what it must be like when she and her mother embroidered
together. I had no idea. Qinglian’s mother looked like an old monkey. She
always crept when she went up and down stairs. She smiled at me when we
met but never said a word. I had no way of approaching the remote world
inhabited by Qinglian and her mother. Was this why I adored her?

Now Qinglian was taking me to this place, but wasn’t the distance
between us just the same as it had always been, like the distance between
heaven and earth? I had wanted to see the inside of Crow Mountain for
years. I had even imagined an exceedingly tall tree in the middle of this
building. Now that I had muddle-headedly tumbled into this dungeon, was
it really what I’d hoped for?

Dismayed, I heard Qinglian call out again. She sounded far away, as if
calling down from the sky.

“Juhua, after you go up the slope, don’t stop to pick the cherries. Once
you start, you won’t be able to stop. You have to be resolute.”

“Qinglian, Qinglian! I’m done for! I can’t get to the place you’re talking
about.”

I heard my voice rebounding like an ear-shattering explosion. How had
things come to this? I made an effort to stand up, and held out my arms to
feel my way as I walked. I touched a pillar! I hugged it tightly. I was
overcome by emotion.

“Why are you hugging my leg, kid? You have to do this by yourself.”
The old man’s voice came down from above. The smooth pillar turned

out to be his leg! I blushed. I hated myself for not being better at this. So
this person was a giant. Who was he?

“I’m Qinglian’s uncle, the gatekeeper here.”
He was talking from somewhere above me. He could see through to my

thoughts. Qinglian’s uncle was a giant. She’d never told me this. I felt



somewhat reassured; this place wasn’t a dungeon; it was merely the
basement where Qinglian’s uncle lived. I wondered whether he’d been
testing us by not opening the door when we’d knocked for such a long time.
How strange he was.

“Hello, Uncle! Qinglian and I came to see you. Can you tell me where I
am? And where Qinglian is? My name is Juhua.”

“I’ve heard her speak of you, Juhua. Of course, you’re in my home.
Where else could you be? Generally, I don’t let anyone in. Anyone I let in
can get whatever he or she wants. Juhua, think carefully: what do you
want?”

“Me? I want to go wherever Qinglian is,” I said loudly.
Then I saw a little light across from me, as if someone were carrying a

candle, or as if a candle were floating along of its own accord. When I
moved toward the light, I sensed someone holding me back.

“Uncle, is that you?”
No one answered. After spending so much time in the dark, I couldn’t

tear my eyes away from the light. I was afraid it would vanish. All of a
sudden, the pinprick of light became a gigantic pillar of light as wide as a
bowl, which kept stretching upward. I realized that this wasn’t a five-story
building—it was a huge vacant room. The column of light penetrated the
roof and shot toward the sky, and I finally managed to approach it. I tried
putting my hand into the column itself, and immediately the tragic caw of
crows reverberated. Frightened, I drew my hand back. After resting a while,
I had to try again. This time I couldn’t put my hand in because a strong
electrical current threw me to the floor. The crows, the crows! I thought my
head would explode.

I lost consciousness. It was a very long time before I came to and heard
Qinglian’s feeble voice coming intermittently from far away.

“Juhua, there are so many . . . Are you coming? Oh . . .”
Her voice was drowned out by the caws of the crows. I stepped away

from the pillar of light and hid in the dark. The floor was shifting under my
feet, and in relation to the column of light, I sensed that I was ascending.
Perhaps I had reached the third floor! The crows’ caws changed to
whispers. I had never heard crows make sounds like this. Perhaps they
weren’t really crows?

“Qinglian!” I heard myself cry.



I couldn’t find the wall. Why not? Wasn’t I in a large building? Even if
the building had no floors, it must have an outer wall. I walked and walked,
and still couldn’t find the wall. The crows had all flown down below me. I
was excited to think that I was in a vacant building where I could walk up
and down freely. I could tell I was walking fast. But where was Qinglian? I
had no destination, and I was disoriented. No, I still had some sense of
direction. My aim was to avoid the pillar of light. So was I going in circles?
No. Look, I was ascending again, perhaps as high as four stories, I thought,
since there were no floors.

“Qinglian!”
“Don’t shout . . . I’m almost there . . .”
She would be there soon. Maybe she was approaching the peak of Crow

Mountain along a path that had red cherries and maybe chestnuts along the
way. I had nothing here. We were on the same mountain, but I was also in a
vacant building. How bizarre. Ah, I saw the giant’s feet cross the pillar of
light. He made no noise as he passed by.

“Uncle!” I shouted.
“Don’t shout. Be quiet!” he said.
The sound echoed all over the room, as if Uncle’s voice were booming

from a loudspeaker. Qinglian’s uncle must be a powerful man. She’d never
told me what she did here, even though she came to see him every year. She
was good at keeping secrets. How would it feel to have a giant for an uncle?
I simply couldn’t imagine. I suddenly recalled her embroidery of the
waterfall and the ocean. Ah, now I dimly understood her. She belonged to a
different world. As for me, I was only a shallow young girl. No wonder I
admired her. Not one of our neighbors knew that Qinglian’s uncle was a
giant. Was it something she wanted to hide? I thought it was quite the
opposite—something to show off. Qinglian and I saw things completely
differently. She was different from all the rest of us.

I kept walking. How far had I gone? I had been calling out to Qinglian,
but she didn’t answer. Had she reached the mountaintop? Was she unable to
hear sounds from below? The floor under my feet rose much higher again,
but judging by the height of the pillar of light, I was still quite far from the
roof. Maybe I wouldn’t ever get there; maybe that place belonged only to
Qinglian. The path she’d taken had everything—flowers, birds, cherries,
chestnuts. I, on the other hand, was surrounded by darkness. When I was a
child, Dad had dragged me past this building, because he had known that I



wasn’t made for places like this. I never guessed that after so many years I
would be able to revisit this place—and even see the giant uncle. When I
considered this, my excitement rose again.

Look, he was crossing the pillar of light again! When he wasn’t talking,
there was no sound to be heard. His feet stood on the level where I was; his
head was probably on the mountaintop.

“Uncle!”
He didn’t answer.
I continued wandering in the dark. Snowflakes were falling inside the

column of light! Or rather, not snowflakes but extremely tiny birds falling
toward the ground. I heard the gentle thumps as they thudded to the floor,
and then they scattered. Although I couldn’t see them, I could sense the
vitality inside this deserted building. They didn’t call out, but I kept hearing
their voices. All of a sudden, the shrill caw of the crows rose, and then the
column of light disappeared, and the room fell deathly still again. Perhaps
this was a gigantic crow. It called out three times, and then the silence grew
even more frightening. My blood curdled. What was going to happen?

I grabbed something out of the air. It seemed to be a lizard. It was odd: I
felt particularly tender toward the tiny critter I was holding. I even stuck it
on my face. The thought of its being alive was comforting. Something alive
was here with me, but it bit me on the face and my face swelled. The wound
smarted, but I didn’t want to just throw it away. I kept clutching it. Maybe it
wasn’t a lizard after all. It had rough skin.

There was a buzzing sound, and the air seemed to be vibrating. It was
probably Uncle talking, but I couldn’t hear a word he was saying.

“Juhua, I’m really happy . . . You’ve managed to get hold of . . .”
Qinglian’s voice came from a faraway place above me. I thought

wherever she was, she wasn’t in the building. Maybe she was in outer
space. What had I gotten hold of? Did she mean this little creature I was
holding? This was a cold-blooded creature. I was holding it in my hand. It
had no wings, yet it could actually drift in the air. I decided to take it home
and raise it.

I was excited about going home. Qinglian, you gave me such a bizarre
experience. Now I really wanted to go home, but I also really wanted to try
some new things. What I wanted most right now was to meet up with
Qinglian. Did she still care about me? She certainly wasn’t avoiding me.
This was the first secret the two of us had shared. I decided not to tell my



parents about Crow Mountain. Then again, Qinglian and I probably
wouldn’t meet here. This seemed to be one of her principles: she had to be
in her place, and I had to be in my place. My face was numb where it had
been bitten. Would I die? The little thing bit me again on my palm. It hurt a
little, but it was much more exciting. If I brought this little wingless thing
that could still drift in the air home with me, it could drift back and forth in
the air all day long. How jealous the neighbors would be when they saw it!

But where was the door? I couldn’t find it, and so I had no way of
leaving. I sat on the floor, the little thing in my hand. I listened closely. It
was the roar of a faraway waterfall, and I imagined what it must look like—
the mist of the waterfall against the sky.

“Uncle,” I said to the air.
“Have you gone where she is?” I immediately heard Uncle’s voice and

then the echoes in the vacant building. I felt a tremor, like a small
earthquake.

“No, Uncle! Qinglian is far away from me!”
“You’re such a silly child,” Uncle laughed.
The floor where I was seated shook with the sound of his laughter. I was

terrified.
He finally stopped laughing. Once again, I saw the candle drifting in the

air. A door appeared where the candle was. I got up at once, walked over
there, and pushed the door open. Next to the door was a small basement
room. A weak beam of light on the floor passed through the window. The
room was neat, and there was even a mosquito net over the bed.

When my eyes grew accustomed to the light, I noticed many small
bookcases lining the wall of the room. There was an ancient book on the
table, and next to it was a pair of small spectacles. There were also some
ancient books on the bed stand. Wasn’t Uncle a giant after all? Was this his
room? Why did I think it must be his room?

The door creaked open, and a humpbacked old man with glasses and a
goatee came in. Who was following him? Oh my God, it was Qinglian!

“I came into this building from another entrance,” she said. “When I
turned around, you weren’t there. After playing for a while, I came down
here. What do you think of my uncle’s place?”

“Don’t ask questions like that, dear.” Uncle put his hand on her shoulder.
“They bring bad luck.”

I noticed that Uncle had a pointed red nose. He looked quite wretched.



Qinglian and I took the bus again. I felt a surge of emotion. Qinglian’s
expression was indifferent. All of a sudden, I thought of the little thing.
Where had I left it? I gazed at my palm; there was no wound there. Then I
felt my face; there was no wound there, either. I was filled with regret and
sadness.

When we were almost home, Qinglian suddenly said to me: “You’re
welcome to go back there with me anytime you like.”

I cheered up as soon as she said that. I had a secret! This was our secret
—Qinglian’s and mine.



CATFISH PIT

Catfish Pit was a neighborhood in the downtown area packed with old
two-story wooden dwellings. Woman Wang lived in a room on the left side
in one of those buildings. She was old and single, with no child. Not many
acquaintances ever looked in on her. This place would soon be demolished,
and all the residents would have to move to tall apartment buildings.
Everyone was apprehensive, asking one another, “What’s it like to live in a
skyscraper?” Woman Wang was the only one who didn’t care. When the
demolition notice was delivered, Woman Wang was cleaning her huge
kimchi vat. Looking up, she said to the worker, “Just put it on the tea table.”

Then she picked up a long bright-red hot pepper and placed it carefully
in the bottom of the crock. She added two pieces of fresh yellow ginger.

“What do you think of the proposed compensation?” the young man
asked.

“Fine. Whatever. Please leave.”
The man stole away like a cat. Bending her head, Woman Wang

continued working. She added greengage plums, beans, gherkins, Sichuan
pickles, and other things to the kimchi crock. Every time she added
something, she closed her eyes and imagined what it would taste like. Of
course, she wasn’t making the kimchi just for herself—she would never be
able to eat everything in such a large crock. See, weren’t those two kids
sneaking a look? They were the Pao brothers from the neighborhood—two
gluttons.

Woman Wang dragged out another, smaller crock from underneath the
bed. She took the lid off and quickly picked out a sword bean. The two kids
ran over at once. Woman Wang broke the sword bean into two parts.

“I want this part!”
“Give it to me!” They both wanted the larger part.
“Close your eyes!” Woman Wang said strictly. “All right. Off with you.”
The two brothers ran like the wind.
After a while, another person showed up—a little girl named Little Ping.

She walked slowly over to Woman Wang, her eyes sliding around.



“Granny Wang, I’d love a red pepper. One with the sour flavor of
greengage plums. That kind.”

“Tell me first how much money you’ve collected.”
“Two cents.”
Woman Wang had taught Little Ping to keep watch in front of the candy

shop counter. If a customer dropped some small change, she had to step on
it right away and pick it up after the customer left. Little Ping never tired of
this game; she’d been playing it for several months.

“Here’s a red pepper.”
“Thank you, Grandma Wang.”
Little Ping took the red pepper, but didn’t eat it right away. Nor did she

intend to leave. Grown-ups had said there was a ghost in Woman Wang’s
home. She wanted to see that ghost; the more she feared it, the more she
wanted to see it.

Woman Wang shoved the pickle crock underneath the bed, stood up, and
turned into the kitchen in the back. She washed her hands, intending to rest
in bed for a while. All of a sudden, she noticed Little Ping standing behind
the mosquito net hanging on her bed. Her mouth kept moving—nibbling the
hot pepper a little at a time. Woman Wang couldn’t help but laugh: this little
girl was good at enjoying herself.

Woman Wang lay down on the bed. Eyes half-closed, she asked Little
Ping, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

Little Ping didn’t answer. Woman Wang felt the wooden bed swaying in
the shadows. No, that wasn’t right: it was the floor swaying. She sat up in a
hurry and got out of bed, put on her shoes, and ran outside. She stopped at
the door, turned around, and shouted, “Little Ping! Little Ping!!”

But Little Ping wasn’t in her home. Woman Wang thought and thought,
and then went back to bed.

Woman Wang looked at the window. On the top left side, it had turned a
rose color. This was Woman Wang’s secret: each time she looked at the
window, the same pane of glass turned rose. Woman Wang thought that
Catfish Pit had a peculiar climate. This didn’t necessarily affect other
people, but she was constantly aware of it, mostly because of her kimchi
crock. At midnight, she clearly heard the glub-glub sound of the water
coming out of the rim of the crock’s cover. She smelled the faint aroma of
the kimchi. She imagined the delicious little gherkins walking and walking
on Mother Earth, walking until they came to the sun setting over the



horizon and then finally stopping, fading gradually into a very long dark
shadow. At times like this, she would murmur to herself, “Ah, Catfish Pit—
my home.”

But Catfish Pit would soon vanish. Woman Wang thought, If Catfish Pit
disappeared, Woman Wang of Catfish Pit would no longer exist; she would
become Woman Wang in those tall apartment buildings. This was a big
deal. Was it because of this that Little Ping had hidden just now behind the
mosquito net? This little girl knew almost everything. She understood
everything.

Another child showed up. First he knocked politely on the door, and then
quietly pushed the door open. His name was Little Yao. He was always
wary, like a little adult.

“Granny Wang, I miss your gherkins. The ginger- and pepper-flavored
kind.”

Woman Wang looked at him sleepily, and then bent down and opened a
green crock and took out a gherkin for him.

As he ate it, he smacked his lips and looked all around with his big eyes.
“What are you looking for, Little Yao?”
“I saw Little Ping come in, but I didn’t see her go. Is she still here?”
“Good question,” Woman Wang said.
Woman Wang urged Little Yao to leave. The boy hadn’t yet left when a

bell echoed somewhere inside Woman Wang’s head. She looked up: the
rose color on the window had disappeared, and everything in the room had
returned to its usual gray color. The ringing sound came and went. It was
far away.

“Granny Wang, is Little Ping calling you?” Little Yao asked, staring at
her.

“Maybe. Have I forgotten something?” Woman Wang was a little
nervous.

“Did you cover the kimchi crock?” Little Yao asked earnestly.
“You’re really watchful. But this time it was another kind of thing.”
“I’m leaving. Good-bye, Granny Wang.”
He hurried out, as though afraid that Woman Wang would ask him

something else.
Woman Wang lay down again. The boy’s reminder had sharpened her

hearing. She had a good idea of what was happening in her home. In the
daytime, when she went out to buy groceries, she had seen the bulldozer.



The demolition wouldn’t start for another three months. Why had the
bulldozer shown up so soon? Little children probably liked this kind of
thing a lot. When the tall apartment buildings were constructed, the
unfinished rooms would be a great place for them to play.

Woman Wang closed her eyes. She felt that her thoughts could penetrate
five hundred meters underground, where there was a layer of quartz. There
were cavities in the quartz, and some harmless gases had accumulated in
those cavities. She said, “What a wonderful place—right here in Catfish
Pit!” She felt another earthquake. This time, she knew what it was. The
children in this place were so smart—she hadn’t been that smart at their
age. She was no longer alarmed; she didn’t even open her eyes. She just
enjoyed the pleasant sensation of the wooden bed swaying. The swaying
wasn’t very strong, and it stopped quite soon.

A rose-colored light skimmed over the window, and then once more it
became an ordinary window. She heard the old woman Yun, who lived
upstairs on the right side, coming downstairs. She was always like this—
taking two steps down, then stopping; taking another two steps, then
stopping. From the staircase, she looked at the scenery on the back streets.
Woman Wang thought, The inhabitants of Catfish Pit are all expert
observers. Even the children. At this moment, she was hoping for another
earthquake. She wanted to see—what did she want to see? Was she just
hallucinating? She was also waiting expectantly. Some things take time to
become clear.

Woman Wang ate dinner later than usual because there was something on
her mind that she couldn’t let go of.

She finished eating and was nearly finished with cleaning up when a
sound came from under her bed. Excited, Woman Wang grabbed a flashlight
to take a look. From behind the kimchi crock, Little Ping was gazing at her.

“Little Ping, did you pick up some money?” Woman Wang’s voice
quivered a little.

“No—I mean yes, I got two pennies. Look!”
She held up two pennies. In the dark, they glinted silver white.
“Are many people out on the street?” Woman Wang asked.
“Just me. Actually, I didn’t go anywhere. I’ve been hiding under here. I

explored with my hands and found these two coins.”



She crawled out slowly, stood up, and said she had to go home.
“I’ll come back and find some more coins. There’s as much money under

your bed as there is outside the candy shop. I’m patient. I can feel around in
the cracks . . .”

“Did you find the quartz?” Woman Wang asked her.
Stunned, Little Ping immediately fell quiet and nodded her head firmly.

She said, “Yes. Yes! Quartz, and also granite—mostly bits of gritty damp
earth. Why is it so wet under there?”

Without waiting for Woman Wang to reply, she hurried away.
After Little Ping left, Woman Wang shone the flashlight under the bed

again. There seemed to be a hole at a spot to the right. Looking more
carefully, she decided there wasn’t a hole. All the floorboards were in place.
Woman Wang washed her hands and face and went back to bed. How
strange—Little Ping had left, and yet the wooden bed was vibrating a little.
She’d been startled by the girl’s words. How the hell had she seen through
her secret? Woman Wang counted the years: she figured the girl should be
eleven. She’d been coming here for years and begging for kimchi. Didn’t
this make her a conspirator? She liked money, and so Woman Wang had
suggested that she pick up money in front of the candy counter. Who knew
that the child would play the same trick under her very own bed? When was
that? It seemed it was the year her father died. She was then a student in the
girls school. She had arranged ahead of time to run up the mountain with
her desk mate after school and make her way into that grotto. While they
were playing with flashlights and shining them on the cliff path, the girl told
her earnestly of her aspirations. This had startled the young Miss Wang
greatly: she wanted to be a pilot. Miss Wang thought she was bragging
because actually she was so cowardly that she even screamed when a bug
fell onto her clothing. How could somebody like this dare to fly? But the
girl’s actions proved that she was bold. She suddenly started running and
disappeared deep into the grotto. Miss Wang waited and waited, but she
didn’t reappear. Now she was the cowardly one. Retreating from the grotto,
she went home in a daze. The next day in school, they didn’t greet each
other. She didn’t even meet the girl’s eyes. Thus, Woman Wang had realized
early on that she herself wasn’t a brave person.

She made up her mind that she would be one who waited. And so she
waited. She waited until she was old. Over the years, some things that she
waited for did happen to her. She moved into this wooden building when



she was forty years old, intending to stay here forever. But now all of a
sudden it was going to be demolished. At first she had been indifferent.
Gradually, she had started paying attention, because there were some
procedures to deal with. That girl hadn’t been able to realize her dream of
flying; instead, she married a biscuit-shop owner and ran a barber shop
herself. Apparently, she expected more out of life than Miss Wang did.

It was Little Ping’s suspicious behavior that had led Woman Wang to
think of her former desk mate. The little girl was even more enthusiastic.
None of the boys her age could be compared with her. Woman Wang had
seen her potential a long time ago. Who could have imagined there was
small change under her bed, yet Little Ping had been searching under there
for a very long time, crawling around back and forth. Sooner or later, her
“dream would come true.”

Woman Wang didn’t fall asleep until late that night. Before she did, the
kimchi crock made noises four or five times, but nothing happened. Later
she walked over to the side of the pit. Aware of the risk of falling in, she
still hesitated to retreat right away. She heard someone down there saying,
“Just close your eyes and jump and you’ll be free!”

Then she fell asleep. But she woke up before long. She turned on the
light and saw some smog in the room. Had something caught fire? She got
dressed, put on her shoes, and walked out to the street. Then she turned and
looked at the wooden building. No, there was no fire. But there was firelight
in Woman Yun’s apartment. Maybe she was burning some documents
before she had to move. Woman Wang knew that some people wanted to
burn certain old things in their homes so as to leave no trace behind.
Woman Yun must be that kind of person.

Woman Wang had no destination in mind. The lights of the nearby snack
bar were on. A man was sitting alone at an outdoor table, absorbed in
drinking from a bowl. When he looked up, Woman Wang saw that it was
the neighborhood mason. It was late at night, and the bar was closed.
Nobody was inside. How could he have been served?

“Woman Wang, our good days are almost over. I was too troubled to
sleep and came to sit here for a while. Then someone just handed me a bowl
of sweet rice wine. I didn’t notice who it was. It couldn’t have been a ghost,
could it? Anyhow, at a time like this, drinking sweet wine and sweating all
over, you feel all right again!”



He took a matchstick out of his pocket and picked his teeth. He was
staring at the door.

“What do you mean by ‘good days’? You must really like living in
Catfish, don’t you?” Woman Wang asked. The middle-aged man was at a
loss.

“Do I like living here? I’ve never thought about it that way. I’m just
scared. I’m used to living here, and now I have to move. It’s normal to be
afraid, isn’t it?”

“But aside from being afraid, do you really not want to move?”
“Me? I don’t know. In my dreams, I’m always moving—moving over

here, moving over there—back and forth. This made me sweat all over in
my dreams. Now, finally, I’m going to move for real, but I have cold feet.”

They laughed together. Woman Wang felt that the laughter was
particularly strident in the darkness.

The mason kept staring at the door. Maybe he thought someone would
come out and give him something to eat. He was the kind of person who
always wanted more. All around, it was dark. This was the only place with
a light on. Walking past him, Woman Wang merged into the darkness.

There were a lot of little noises in the darkness, sometimes loud,
sometimes soft. The mason rose from the table. He was lurching, as though
he would bump into the door. Was he drunk? The door creaked. From
where she was standing, Woman Wang couldn’t tell if the door was open or
not. After a few seconds, the mason rushed inside. The light at the entrance
went out. Woman Wang thought, Probably it was only when the mason saw
her walking over that he had made a point of coming out of the diner and
sitting at that table. Under the dark cloud of the impending move, all kinds
of schemes were faintly discernible.

Circling the alleys, she headed home. Someone approached her
hurriedly. Under the dim streetlights, Woman Wang saw a stranger’s face.

“Do you think there are a lot of opportunities inside? Could it be the
opposite?” he asked.

“Are you a mason, too?” Woman Wang asked.
“Sort of. I always want to leave a way out, but I can’t. The neighborhood

is too old. Bugle calls are everywhere. Everyone has to forge ahead.”
“You’re right.” Woman Wang stopped, looked at this person, and nodded

her head. “After moving, what will you do? Will you open a tile shop or
something like that?”



“No, I won’t do that. All I’m good for is selling that kind of invisible
thing.”

Just then, Woman Wang realized that she was at the door of the diner
again; the door was half-hidden, and it was very dark inside. When the
stranger sat at a table, the light at the entrance came on again. The stranger
seemed tired. He rested his head on his arms, and he looked at the door with
wide-open eyes. Woman Wang thought he was struggling with himself over
something.

She decided to go home. She walked fast without looking back.
When she finally got home, she turned on the light and sat at the table to

rest for a while.
All of a sudden, she sensed that someone outside was trying to remove

the latch of her door. Though it was only a slight noise, it was persistent.
Woman Wang was annoyed because she had intended to go back to sleep.

She walked over and opened the door. Standing there was the second
mason, looking quite awkward.

“I’d like to talk with you, but I don’t know what to talk about.”
As he spoke, he looked over Woman Wang’s head. He was really

arrogant.
“Talk about your business,” Woman Wang answered quickly. “What do

you actually sell?”
The young guy had no manners. She didn’t invite him in.
“I sell some old things. I can’t explain. Every few months, people come

to talk with me about business. They pay me some money. My words are
the only things they buy from me. Sometimes I wonder if I’m selling the
Catfish.”

He looked bewildered and stared blankly.
“That’s what I wondered. Maybe you are selling the Catfish,” Woman

Wang said loudly.
The mason panicked. He turned around and ran off. Woman Wang

covered her mouth and began laughing.
She bolted the door. It was as if a movie of the earth cracking were

playing in her mind: small cubes of bright crystal quartz clanked as they
rushed up from the cracks. Her scalp felt numb. She fell asleep.

She slept until dawn. After she awakened, she was still thinking about
what the mason had said. Did he live here in the Catfish neighborhood?
And if so, why had she never seen him? This wasn’t a big place: it wasn’t



even one kilometer in circumference. The night before, she had smelled
quartz on his body; it had made her hair stand on end. She believed he
wasn’t a real mason.

After she got up, she remembered that Woman Yun upstairs had burned
documents. She walked outside and looked up and saw that all the doors
were tightly closed.

When Woman Wang was selecting a carp in the market, out of the corner of
her eye she noticed Little Ping’s mother.

Little Ping’s mother kept stirring the fish around with her pale hands.
Suddenly she was stung by fish fins. She cried out in alarm as blood gushed
from the back of her hand.

“Oh my!” shouted Woman Wang.
She took out a handkerchief and bound the wound for her. Then she

looked up, and saw the woman’s smiling eyes.
“Woman Wang, does Little Ping bother you too much? She’s a problem

child.”
“Not at all. Little Ping is well-behaved. She’s never bothered me.”
“Really? I’ve wanted to see what she’s like in your house, but she won’t

let me.”
“You may come over whenever you wish.”
The smile in the woman’s eyes vanished. She looked dejected and glum.

She was a conventionally pretty woman. Little Ping didn’t resemble her
mother at all. She looked the way she was supposed to look.

Woman Wang was about to leave when the woman asked, “Would you
like to go and see Little Ping? She’s out in back on the croquet ground
playing a game she made up. I’m kind of confused because she plays it all
the time.”

They walked to the edge of the abandoned croquet ground, where they
saw Little Ping crawling on the ground. Her eyes were covered with a large
handkerchief. Woman Wang searched the field with her eyes, and before
long discovered the coins. Three altogether. Each one was thrown into a
different corner. Little Ping was fumbling around and crawling slowly in the
field.

“See how patient my daughter is,” the woman said, distressed.
“You’re worried about her. Why?”



“No. I’m not worried. I just feel, I feel that the place she wants to go is
so far away! Will she give up halfway there?”

Covering her face with her hand, she ran off. She didn’t seem very
happy. What was she concerned about? Without making a sound, Woman
Wang was watching Little Ping. Little Ping had already picked up one coin.
She knelt there and lifted it up. The coin sparkled in the sunlight; this was
like some sort of ceremony.

“Little Ping! Little Ping!” Woman Wang shouted at her.
“Shhh. Don’t say anything. I’m working!” Little Ping replied quietly.
Once more, she concentrated on crawling. Woman Wang left the croquet

ground and went home.
She ran into Woman Yun at the door. Woman Yun said to her, “Those

people from the management council came again. I have no idea why they
keep coming here. We’re all willing to be relocated—it’s just a matter of
living somewhere else. Don’t you agree?”

“Yes, that’s it. I don’t care one way or the other about moving,” Woman
Wang said.

“You don’t care?” Woman Yun raised her voice all at once.
She glared maliciously, as if she wanted to pierce Woman Wang with her

gaze.
“I’m saying—It’s okay with me to move. These days, even the dead

sometimes have to be relocated. I actually . . .” Woman Wang couldn’t go
on.

Woman Yun walked past her haughtily.
Woman Wang remembered that she had burned documents during the

night. Woman Yun had lived in this wooden building as long as Woman
Wang could remember. Back then, she had been a young single girl who
wore thick makeup. She lived upstairs, and no one had ever been seen
visiting her. Yet surprisingly, she had so many documents to destroy. Could
she just be bluffing because she felt bad about having nothing to leave
behind?

Woman Wang gutted the fish, washed vegetables, and sat down to rest
for a while. Her hand brushed against her pocket: inside was something
hard. To her surprise, it was a small packet of coins wrapped in plastic. She
poured the coins out on the table, and found that the packet also contained
some fragments of quartz. She leaned close to smell it. It smelled of sulfur.
She thought back: she was certain that Little Ping’s mother was the only



one who had come in close contact with her at the market. What kind of
information was she transmitting? At a loss, Woman Wang made out the
vague outline of quartz. In her excitement, her hands began trembling. To
her surprise, mother and daughter had been colluding all along. These coins
were dull, not in the least shiny. Some were encrusted with mud. They
wouldn’t interest people. They were absolutely unlike the ones that Little
Ping had picked up. But how to explain these bits of quartz? Maybe Little
Ping’s mother had made her way into Woman Wang’s fantasy. Woman
Wang remembered her pale arm and the blood flowing from her hand. She
was also a woman of the Catfish neighborhood, mysterious and
complicated, with a lot of stories.

A sudden impulse came over Woman Wang. She grabbed five coins, bent
over, and tossed them under the bed. The vats of kimchi all made slurping
sounds, as if they were surprised.

Woman Wang had eaten only half her meal when she heard firecrackers.
It was the building whose foundation had been laid first. That building was
going to transform the entire structure of Catfish Pit. She supposed that
everyone here was probably paying careful attention to the noise, just as she
was. But the move truly didn’t make any difference to Woman Wang—she
did not belong to Catfish, nor did Little Ping’s mother. Catfish
neighborhood was too narrow to hold their ambitious hearts. Watching the
way Little Ping’s mother grabbed the fish in the market, Woman Wang
sensed that this woman’s body contained an unusual vitality.

Someone knocked on the door. It was probably that mason again.
Woman Wang didn’t respond, and the person stopped knocking.

The mason was quite annoying. It was best to ignore him, but it was not
easy to do so. He was one of the city residents who didn’t sleep all night.
Woman Wang could always sense their existence. If she hadn’t gone out
that night, she wouldn’t have seen the mime performed at the outdoor snack
bar. What an upside-down change was happening to this world! She had run
into them by chance, yet they had been clinging to her ever since. Did this
make any sense?

After tidying up the kitchen, she opened the door a crack and looked out.
That youth was standing across the street, apparently at a loss. Some people
walked past him. He approached them eagerly, wanting to talk with them,
but they never responded. It seemed he was not a local mason, but he didn’t
seem to be a tramp, either. That night, hadn’t the light at the restaurant’s



entrance been turned on for him? He wasn’t an outsider with no connection
with Catfish Pit.

Woman Wang bolted the door. She was going to take her noon nap.
She slept under the mosquito net, her train of thought rising and falling

like waves. She thought of the mason who kept moving his home in
dreams: What had he been doing with the people in the bar at midnight?
Woman Wang seldom went out at night. Yet when she did, just once,
Catfish had revealed itself completely to her. What an exciting and
boisterous nightlife there was here in Catfish: even when it was quiet, the
quietness was no different from the noise. Woman Wang couldn’t help but
break into laughter.

“Little Ping, we’re all going to move into those tall apartment buildings,”
Woman Wang said.

“I’ve gone to the city several times to look at those skyscrapers.” Little
Ping’s mouth twitched. “Skyscrapers aren’t interesting. But I picked up
quite a lot of things in the firefighting lanes.”

She pulled a live lizard out of her pocket and placed it on Woman
Wang’s table. Then she pulled out a young sparrow and placed it on the
table, too. Neither animal moved. They seemed scared out of their wits.

“Did you pick them up in a skyscraper?”
“I walked up and down, and then up and down again—Oh! I’ve never

gone down to the ground floor. Granny Wang, what do you think the ground
floor is like?”

“I think it must have many sparrows and many lizards. Little Ping, why
don’t you go down there and look? Make up your mind and close your eyes,
keep walking down—and then you’re there. It doesn’t take any effort. Then
you can enter the basement. Many people live there.”

“Granny Wang, I have to go now.”
Little Ping put the little animals back into her pocket. She looked

dejected. She didn’t look at all satisfied with Woman Wang’s answer. She
knew too much for her age. No one could fool her. Woman Wang looked at
her. She felt a little regretful: this little girl was hard to deal with.

Years ago, the first time the little girl showed up, she hadn’t come over
for anything special, but just to eat her kimchi. At this moment, Woman
Wang felt that Little Ping was like a full-feathered bird flying up to the sky.



She couldn’t help but look out at her receding back—the little girl already
looked like a sexy young woman.



EUPHORIA

Ms. Wen sat in a dark room pondering the structure of the universe. Then
she stood and opened the window, whereupon all kinds of dark shadows
wandered in. The room turned half-light, half-dim. Poo, poo, poo . . . came
the noises from the shadows. Ms. Wen felt herself sinking; the ceiling and
four walls were scattering in all directions. Ms. Wen wasn’t suspended in
the air, however. Rather, she stood firmly on Mother Earth, all kinds of
things clustered tightly around her. She didn’t feel as if she was tied up,
though; instead, she felt pleasantly free.

“You’re on the second floor facing southwest. It’s the room with an apple
on the windowsill. It’s a medium-size room with simple furniture and a
typewriter.” The voice came from a tape recorder.

“Thank you for telling me where I am. But who are you?” Ms. Wen was
puzzled.

“I’m your friend. You don’t have to know my name, because we’re in
touch with each other only inside this building. This has nothing to do with
the outside world.”

These words must have been recorded in advance. How odd! Now she
was going to do some deep breathing exercises. Each time she inhaled, the
shadows also rapidly flew into her nostrils, and her body sank continuously
and slowly. During this process, Ms. Wen always wanted to know where
she was—Where was she in this “cosmic building”? Was she facing west?
But the recorder wouldn’t respond to her questions very often. So she was
puzzled most of the time. It was okay to be puzzled, but she did long to be
oriented. The answer would come from the recorder sooner or later. When it
came, it always happened unexpectedly, and it made her feel fantastic. She
loved what was going on inside the cosmic building. The walls and ceiling
had scattered—Wasn’t that true? The voice from the recorder made it clear
that she was in a “medium-size room” located “on the second floor,”
“facing southwest.” These descriptions couldn’t indicate any place
outdoors. But she also kept sinking; she couldn’t remain inside a room. It
was really hard to decide where she was. How wonderful to be in this



delicate uncertain state! Maybe she was simultaneously in both the south
and the north, but the announcement was always clear, making her feel that
she could depend upon this reality.

Years earlier, Ms. Wen had looked forward to this kind of exercise. She
had looked forward to being in a large building of uncertain design and
groping her way into a strange room. But this had come about only in her
old age. She had now done this many times. The more she exercised, the
more the building expanded—that is, there were more and more strange
rooms and floors. It was almost impossible to figure out which room or
floor one was in, or where the corridor led, or where the entrance could be
found. Once, she had groped her way to the end of a corridor. As she
hesitated to take the next step for fear of stepping into emptiness and
falling, the corridor turned again. And so she involuntarily entered a
windowless room that was terribly small—only one square meter. The
moment someone closed the door behind her, it became unbearably stuffy.
She wanted to leave, but the more she struggled, the smaller the room
became. The four walls pressed in on her, and she dozed off in terror. She
slept standing. Finally, at dawn, she heard the voice from the tape recorder
say, “This room is in the southwest corner of the seventh floor. It’s a
storeroom.” Just then, Ms. Wen discovered that she was standing in the
corridor; on her right was the staircase going down.

There was no elevator in this building; Ms. Wen found it exciting to
climb the stairs late at night. Once, she recalled, she had alternately climbed
and rested until at last she had climbed twenty-five stories. The twenty-fifth
was apparently the top floor; the corridor extended in all directions. It was
like a gigantic tower. The faint light glimmering above seemed about to be
extinguished. When she steeled herself to open the door to the roof garden
so that she could go outside and look around, she found that there was no
roof garden. Instead, there was a staircase continuing to go up. A little
afraid, she closed the door and turned around, intending to go down the
stairs. But she couldn’t find the down staircase. No matter which direction
she took, when she reached the end of the corridor, she came to the up
staircase, as though being forced to continue to climb up. Ms. Wen sat down
on the wooden bench in the corridor to nap for a while. A noise awakened
her: someone was coming down the stairs with slow, heavy steps. It was an
old man, wearing a tartan duckbill cap. He walked over to her, and looking
into her eyes, he said, “It’s always heartwarming to run into old friends in



foreign countries.” She knew she had answered him, but she didn’t
remember what she had said. They walked to the end of the corridor, and as
they rounded a corner, they exited the building. Ms. Wen looked back. The
only thing behind her was an average-size six-story concrete building. The
roof was slanted and covered with ornamental tiles. The old man left in a
taxi. Ms. Wen wanted to go back inside and look around, but someone had
closed the main door and was locking it from the inside.

That building was on the same street as her home: it was a place for
senior citizens’ activities. But not many elderly people went there for
recreation. After Ms. Wen retired, she had asked her neighbors about this.
They had told her, “It’s really stuffy inside, not suitable for elderly people.”
But after going there just once, Ms. Wen was captivated by this building—
especially the room for chess and card playing. That spacious room had an
unusually high ceiling. Usually only two or three people were playing
chess. By afternoon, no one was there. And so Ms. Wen made a habit of
going there in the evening. It was a few months later that the
metamorphosis of the building occurred. A wall and ceiling disappeared.
When Ms. Wen looked up, the stars were visible. There was a design in the
starry sky. She heard a deceased cousin laughing beside her: “This pastime
belongs to you alone.” These words gave her goose bumps all over, but they
also heightened her curiosity. From then on, she went to the senior citizens
center every few days. Later this became stranger and stranger. The oddest
thing was the time this six-story building turned into a bungalow shaped
like an octopus. In the center was an immense hall, surrounded by
numerous endless walkways. On either side of the walkways were rooms
that looked like offices. Ms. Wen experimented: each walkway tempted her
to take an infinitude of walks, but after walking for a while, Ms. Wen
became afraid. Then she returned to the hall in the center. A transformed
building was so dangerous and yet so alluring! The most interesting thing
was that when she walked on the concrete walkway, she could hear a
shadow play being staged somewhere. It was just like those she had seen as
a child—striking the gongs, beating the drums, acting and singing. It was so
exciting. Still, Ms. Wen didn’t like to walk straight down without looking
back. This was not only because she was afraid, but also because she
thought doing so was beneficial.

A former colleague ran into Ms. Wen coming back in the evening and
began talking with her.



“Ms. Wen, you enjoy exploring by yourself,” she said.
“Um. What do you think of this structure?” Ms. Wen felt cold sweat

running down her back.
“I can’t evaluate it. That’s too risky. You’re really a brave explorer. I

admire you! Wasn’t this senior citizens recreation center constructed just for
you?” The colleague’s tone was enigmatic.

“But in the daytime, other people also go in,” Ms. Wen argued.
“Others? They don’t count. They just go in, chat for a while, and then

withdraw.”
After they parted, Ms. Wen was astonished to realize that this colleague

really understood the situation. Maybe she was also paying attention to the
same thing? If so, could one say that this senior citizens center had been
built for this colleague, too? This ordinary, six-story gray structure attracted
no attention on the street. Every morning, a janitor opened the main door
and cleaned all
the rooms, as well as the corridor and staircase. Because this building had
only one staircase and twelve apartments, the janitor would wrap up her
work by noon. The main door stood open. The female janitor, wearing a rat-
gray uniform, always waited until late at night to lock up. The next day she
reopened it at dawn. Ms. Wen wondered why she would rush over here late
each night to lock up. Ever since her colleague had pointed out that this
building had probably been constructed for her—Ms. Wen—Ms. Wen had
grown more suspicious. Could the janitor be leaving the door unlocked for
her? This thought horrified her.

In the past few years, Ms. Wen had become more and more composed.
She thanked the sinking exercise for this. That was because as soon as her
body sank downward, her thoughts rose—as free as a bird flying in the sky.
At such times, her misgivings about the janitor also disappeared, even
though she had met her once late at night and been subjected to her
questioning. The more she performed the sinking exercise, the more adept
she became—almost reaching the point where she could sink or rise just by
thinking about it. At the beginning, she had done this by herself, and the
exercise had also been restricted to the room she was in—usually the one
for chess. Later, after all the walls and ceilings had scattered, when she
came and went and whirled freely in midair, it seemed the whole building
became transparent and was an extension of her body. She carried this
intangible building everywhere she went. In other words, the very existence



of this building depended upon her. When she wasn’t thinking about it, the
building disappeared; and when she gave it all her attention, the structure
once again appeared clearly. This pastime was great fun. One time, she even
ran into her son Feng in the corridor. Her son was wearing mountaineering
clothes, as if he were going far away. “Feng, were you looking for me?”
“Yes. They said that you were climbing up. I, too, want to enjoy the scenery
up there, and so I came here. But how high is it? I can’t see it.” “Who can
see it all of a sudden? You can experience it only while you’re climbing.
Let’s turn to the right. There must be a roof garden in front of us. Oh, this
side is the left, this side the right.” “In this kind of place, Mama is still
hanging onto her senses. That’s really impressive.” Before she realized it,
Ms. Wen had walked out the main door with her son. That’s all Ms. Wen
could remember. Later, her son admitted to her that he had been terrified by
the height of the transformative building, and had wanted to give up. Then
he took hold of Ms. Wen’s arm as they went down. After this, Feng didn’t
bring up the incident again. Maybe he thought it better not to speak of it.

The senior citizens recreation center was Ms. Wen’s secret, but it also
seemed to her that everyone knew this secret. Besides her two sons, some
retired colleagues—affecting a casual manner—also asked her about it. Ms.
Wen thought, A certain kind of structure is closely related to everyone’s
life, and that structure always has to be embodied in some real objects—
buildings, for example—otherwise, there would be no way to see it or
visualize it. Had she discovered the structure of the senior citizens
recreation center, or rather had the structure kept sending her messages,
luring her to be part of it? Perhaps once this kind of thing happened to
someone, he or she would naturally draw people’s attention. And so Ms.
Wen now sensed that she was enthusiastically surrounded by people.
Everyone seemed to expect something of her. Even the vegetable vendors in
the market were talking about her. “She transformed an ordinary building
into a thing resembling fate.” “People say that if a building went through
infinite changes, this must have been caused by someone’s physical force.”
Ms. Wen just happened to hear these comments. The two people were
purposely talking loudly; obviously, they meant for her to overhear them.
The vegetable vendors’ feedback heartened Ms. Wen. New hopes kept
surging from her heart. If the structure was revealed in everything in the
world, she could speak from it at any time to anyone she wanted. Yes, she
had to continue with this because it was connected with happiness. Ever



since last month, as soon as she stepped into the starry sky, a roof would
appear above her. She felt perfect. She wanted to transmit the profound
mystery of euphoria to other people. That is, one could enter into different
things and become the thing itself. Of course, this involved having some
skills; she would be happy to pass these skills on to others. She would share
her experiences: how to discern directions by touching the walls, the
doorknobs, the staircases, and so forth. And how to determine the scope of
her movements according to the height of the ceilings and the length of the
corridors.

Going to the senior citizens center to meditate had become Ms. Wen’s
privilege. This began as a casual visit to the building after she retired. One
day, after eating dinner and tidying up the kitchen, she went out for a walk.
She remembered that she had run into a retired school principal. He had
said that she “looked healthy.” Then she had passed the senior citizens
center and noticed that the door was open. The lights were still on in several
rooms. Curious, she walked in. She went first to the Ping-Pong room; the
two Ping-Pong tables stood quietly under the light. No one was likely to
come here. And so she withdrew and walked into the chess room. On the
chess table was a drawing of a person’s head. The drawing was blurred;
perhaps it wasn’t a picture of a person but the contours of a granite cliff.
Ms. Wen sat down and looked at it, and wondered which old person would
paint like this. As she kept looking, she went into a sort of trance. In her
trance, she felt faintly excited. She heard a tiny disturbance on the ceiling; it
came in fits and starts—sometimes vehement, sometimes quieting down.
What kind of animal was making this noise? Ms. Wen climbed up on the
table, intending to find out what it was. She had no sooner stood on the
table than someone opened the door. Zhong Zhidong, a retired electrician,
stood at the door. Embarrassed, Ms. Wen got down from the table.

“I came to have a look because the lights were still on,” Zhong Zhidong
explained.

“Apparently I’m not the only one concerned about the senior citizens
center,” Ms. Wen said.

“Naturally. We’re always concerned about this center,” Zhong Zhidong
said firmly.

Zhong Zhidong left soon. Ms. Wen sat down at the table again. The
noise coming from the ceiling had stopped. Ms. Wen looked again at the
drawing. This time, she saw that it was a drawing of a building. The method



of drawing was quite distinctive: looked at from various angles, the
structure of the building was quite different from the number of its stories.
At first, she thought it was a drawing of the senior citizens center, and then
she thought it was a drawing of the building where she had taught. Finally,
she saw that the structure drawn on this piece of paper had thirty-three
stories; it was much like an office building in the city center. Her interest
aroused, Ms. Wen didn’t want to leave anytime soon. Inside herself, she
began feeling almost as energetic as she had when she was young. She
wanted to engage in activities in this building. Of course, just then she had
no idea exactly what activity she would engage in. For a while she went
upstairs, and then came downstairs, then went up again, then down again.
While she was walking up and down stairs, she found that the entire
building was pressed to her heart, making it exquisitely private. It was as
though someone were asking her amiably, “Turn left or right? How about
going to the room on the south side of the eighth floor . . .” She certainly
heard the voice of the person making the inquiry, and she responded
casually. She felt comfortable both physically and mentally. Then came the
metamorphosis. How many exciting scenes had she experienced? Ms. Wen
asked this inner question out loud.

Late at night, Ms. Wen walked out of the senior citizens recreation center
with great satisfaction. On a night like this, the transformation of the starry
sky and the city depended upon her will and her passion. She stopped next
to a newspaper kiosk, gazed at a dark shadow approaching slowly, and said
distinctly, “Once more.”



LU-ER’S WORRIES

Lu-er was grinding glutinous rice with a small mill. This was simple,
boring work; he had no choice about doing it. Mother kept urging him to
hurry up because she needed rice flour to make dumplings for the Lantern
Festival. He was almost finished when he heard the sound. At first, it was
like a train in the distance, approaching bit by bit, louder and louder. The
noise was nonstop. Squeezed within it now and then was the explosive
sound. Suspecting a landslide, Lu-er kept asking himself, “Should I run? Do
I have to run?” He made up his mind to flee for his life. Taking nothing, he
ran.

Not one person was in the village. Lu-er ran through vegetable fields, ran
across the little bridge, and ran to the open country. He ran until he could
run no longer before stopping in his tracks and standing there gasping for
breath. His face turned red. How odd: when he was running, the sound was
present the whole time, as if a mudslide were chasing him. Now, the
moment he stopped, the sound stopped, too. He looked around: people in
the fields acted as if nothing had happened. On the path to his right, some
people were carrying brooms to sell in the market. The mountain ahead of
him was standing still as usual. Nothing had happened.

He dawdled on the way home. His mother cursed him loudly because he
had run out without finishing what he was told to do. She had had to do it
by herself. Lu-er wondered silently, Just now, when he had fled, where had
his mother gone? Hadn’t he shouted several times to warn her? Lu-er didn’t
dare ask his mother; he wanted to make his way through the kitchen and
stay out of her way. But she wouldn’t let it go; she followed him into the
kitchen.

“Why did you come back? Why didn’t you just die out there?”
Angry, Lu-er flung the kitchen door open and went outside. Not until he

had walked around aimlessly for a while did it occur to him to go up the
mountain and investigate. Something must have happened on the mountain.
Otherwise, what was that sound?



He encountered Xibao, who was carrying firewood down the mountain.
He greeted him and asked if he had heard any weird sounds. Standoffishly,
Xibao shot a glance at him and said, “Huh. Who cares? It isn’t one bit
interesting.”

Finally, Lu-er climbed onto the cliff. Feeling resentful, he walked to the
edge of the cliff, but he immediately retreated several steps and fell to the
ground. Previously, two cliffs had faced each other here. They had been
three or four meters apart, as if they had been cut apart. Several hundred
meters below, a mountain spring roared. At this moment, the opposite cliff
disappeared. Looking across, one saw only nothingness flashing past.

Lu-er sensed danger. His legs were trembling as they carried him quickly
down the mountain. In his hurry, he tripped; the momentum sent him rolling
a long way before he was stopped by a small fir tree. When he stood up, he
saw that his clothes had been ripped in several places.

He wanted to tell someone what he had discovered. As his mother
scolded him, he chopped pig feed and waited for dark. Not until dark did he
go looking for the little shepherd Ji.

“Ji, did you hear that?” he asked him impatiently.
“Oh, yes.” Ji avoided his fierce gaze.
“Do you know where that sound came from? I went to check it out—”
“I don’t care!” Ji suddenly roared, interrupting him.
He turned and went inside. Lu-er stood there, stunned.
Dad passed by from a small courtyard. Right now, the one Lu-er least

wanted to see was his dad. He wanted to hide, but there wasn’t time.
“Are you loafing again, Lu-er?” he shouted. “When we were kids, we

worked all the time. We worked from morning to night! You are so
irresponsible as a boy, what kind of man will you become? Just look: Ji is
more mature than you are, isn’t he?”

When they had almost reached the door, his dad suddenly said, “Don’t
let me down, Lu-er!”

Lu-er thought his dad knew what had happened and hadn’t said anything
because he was worried about him. What was his father so worried about?

Lu-er couldn’t sleep. The scene on the cliff kept playing back in his
mind. At the time, if he had walked ahead two more steps and found out
what was going on down there, wouldn’t that have been much the same as
death? Everyone said that death meant going to another world. Naturally,
Lu-er didn’t want to go to another world, but lying in bed he couldn’t keep



from repeatedly imagining that he had fallen down the cliff. Just then, he
heard his dad talking with someone in the courtyard. Sure enough, it was Ji.
Ji must have had an important reason to come over so late. Lu-er got up
immediately, put on his clothes, and walked out to the courtyard.

But Ji had left. His dad was standing there alone smoking a cigarette.
“Ji is really sensible,” his father said. “I wish I had a son like him.”
Lu-er stood there, head bowed, ashamed.
“Lu-er, look up and look ahead,” his father spoke again all of a sudden.
Perplexed, Lu-er looked ahead. In front of him was the mountain. In the

night sky, it had become a heavy dark shadow. All of a sudden, it expanded
until it covered nearly half the sky. Soon, Lu-er could see nothing.
Extending his hand, he couldn’t see his five fingers. He groped around,
intending to go back inside.

When he reached the stairs, he heard his father saying bitterly, “Lu-er, it
would be great if you were Ji.”

Lu-er went back to bed and started giving careful thought to what his
father had said. Ji had been his friend all along—a child picked up along the
street by Auntie Hua who lived in back of the tofu shop. He was a year
older than Lu-er. Ji didn’t talk much, but when he did, his words usually
shocked people. Lu-er admired him. For example, one day, the two of them
were playing outside; it was late before they went home. Lu-er was worried
that he would be beaten when he got home. Ji consoled him, “Beatings will
make your skin thicker, and then you won’t feel any pain in the future.”
Another example: he taught Lu-er to sneak eggs into the pot where the pig
swill was boiling, and when others in the family weren’t looking, ladle them
out and eat them. He summed up this method by saying, “If you eat a fresh
egg every few days, in ten years you’ll be a strong man.” Lu-er’s father
didn’t see Ji’s dark side. He thought that Ji had better prospects than Lu-er.
Dad said it would be great if he were Ji. Did he wish that Lu-er was an
orphan? The more he thought about this, the greater his shock. He knew his
dad was disappointed in him, but how could he now be reborn as an
orphan?

Lu-er felt that the brightest spot in his life was his friendship with Ji. Ji
was different from all the other village children, yet Lu-er liked hanging
with him. But what was going on with him today? Had Lu-er exposed some
inner secret of his and this had made him unhappy? Was the landslide Ji’s
secret? Or even worse: Was the landslide the inner secret of all of the



villagers—and it could only be stored at the bottom of one’s heart and never
be spoken of? Thinking of these troubling matters, Lu-er tossed and turned
in bed. Finally, when he was about to fall asleep, he thought of one person
—Auntie Hua, a middle-aged woman who knew everything. He would
sound her out on this tomorrow.

It was three days before Lu-er saw Auntie Hua. She always went to the
market early in the morning to sell tofu and didn’t return until dark. Lu-er’s
mother wouldn’t let him go out after dark.

Consumed with worries, Lu-er was sitting under the eaves making straw
sandals when Auntie Hua suddenly turned up in front of him.

“Were you looking for me?” she asked with a smile.
“Auntie, how did you know?” Lu-er blushed.
“You left footprints in front of my door. I knew you weren’t looking for

Ji. You were looking for me!” She pulled Lu-er up and looked him up and
down.

“Auntie?”
“Shhhh!”
She motioned him to follow her. They came to the side of a well.

Pointing to the mouth of the well, Auntie Hua asked Lu-er if he dared jump
in. Lu-er said no, and Auntie Hua smiled.

“You’re a good kid. I’ll tell your father. I checked you out just now.
You’re free of any burden. Your father shouldn’t worry about you. Go
home, okay? Go home. There’s something nice waiting for you!”

Puzzled, Lu-er went home. But nothing nice was waiting for him. Maybe
it would appear at night? He continued making straw sandals. After a while,
Ji showed up.

“Lu-er, I’m confused.” He bowed his head and said despondently, “Has
my mother been here?”

“Huh? What’s wrong?”
“My mother has high hopes for me. Too high. The pressure’s going to

kill me.”
“I don’t get it. I thought your mother was fair and reasonable.”
“She is, but people who are fair and reasonable also have their bad side.

She makes you feel pressure. Our cattle were slaughtered a long time ago,
and yet she sends me up the mountain. And then I saw something I



shouldn’t have seen. You know what that was. I don’t want to talk of it. But
my mama: I even think of leaving her. I think, Is it because I’m not her
biological son that she tells me to go up the mountain and see that kind of
thing? I think and think, and the more I think about this, the more I come up
with hateful ideas.”

“Your-ma-ma-is-very-kind,” Lu-er said, one word at a time.
“Of course. Sure. And your dad and mama are, too. We shouldn’t leave

these grown-ups. Do you agree?”
Lu-er was uneasy when Ji looked him in the eye and asked him this. He

answered reluctantly, “Yes.” Lu-er thought, Actually Ji is talking about that
matter. He went up the mountain often and knew the topography well. He
had seen it. Why did he say “something I shouldn’t have seen”?

“Ji, did you come to find me just now in order to speak ill of your
mama?”

“At first, yes. But then I realized she’s good to me. Lu-er, can you come
out tonight?”

“My mother won’t agree. But I can slip out the window. Just wait for me
outside the courtyard.”

Looking at Ji’s back, Lu-er thought to himself, Is this what Auntie Hua
meant by “something nice”? Even after Ji had been gone a long time, Lu-er
was still really excited.

When he slipped out the window, Ji was waiting for him. Ji was wearing
a straw hat decorated with many feathers. He was carrying a spear. In the
bright moonlight, he looked like a savage. Lu-er was jealous of the way he
dressed, and asked who had taught him to dress this way. Ji said he had
learned it from a magazine that belonged to Auntie Hua’s nephew.

“There are leopards out there. We can’t go without a spear,” he said.
He walked in front, and Lu-er thought he would head up the mountain.

But he made a big detour and entered the rapeseed plot. When they walked
in the vast rapeseed plot, Ji would stop every now and then and listen alertly
to distinguish sounds. At those times, he raised his spear, as though to stab
the sky with it, but then hesitated and didn’t do it. Lu-er thought it was
strange: Could they be in danger? Rapeseed was their village’s main source
of income, and so this plot was enlarged every year. Lu-er had no idea
where the plot ended.

“Ji, where is the leopard?”
“It’s wherever my spear reaches,” Ji said arrogantly.



“But you haven’t done anything with your spear.”
Lu-er admired Ji greatly. He thought, Ji definitely can summon a

leopard! This idea made his blood boil. All of a sudden, Lu-er saw the
shadow of a gigantic person swaying in the sky. Each time the shadow
flashed by, the earth seemed to vibrate along with it—but it was a light
vibration. Ji raised the spear again. This time he was facing that human
shadow in the sky. He flung his body out along with the spear, but he
quickly tumbled to the ground.

Ji cursed through his moans. Lu-er asked if he was hurt. He answered,
“I’d rather be dead.” Ji’s ambition was remarkable. The best Lu-er had ever
done was jumping from a rock three meters high, yet Ji tried to leap into the
sky! Lu-er looked up at the sky. It was the same sky; there was nothing
unusual about it.

Ji sat up slowly. He asked Lu-er to find his spear. Lu-er found it quickly
nearby. It had been broken into two pieces. Ji threw them into the rapeseed
plot and said, “I don’t want it anymore. I’m ashamed. When I was on the
cliff—”

“What was happening when you were on the cliff?”
“Ah, I remember. It isn’t worth talking about.”
Lu-er was furious, but what could he do? Ji was very arrogant. No one

could make him talk about something he didn’t want to talk about.
“Now I have no spear. We might as well go home.”
Each of them went back to his own home.
It was daylight when Lu-er’s father awakened him.
“Lu-er, didn’t you hear me call you yesterday in the rapeseed plot?”
“No.”
“At the time, I was standing in another place, and Ji aimed his spear at

me. I shouted your name. I wanted you to stop him. You—you just stood
there idiotically watching him go down in defeat. Still, that was okay. Just
great. You should learn from Ji.”

“Dad, were you the giant?”
“What are you saying? You’ve heard too many stories of monsters.”
Lu-er listlessly swept the chicken coop. Mama was drying beans in the

sun. She was cursing him as she worked.
Inwardly, Lu-er kept saying, Should I run away? Should I run away . . .
By dinnertime, he still hadn’t run away. He hated himself because of

this.



Lu-er went to the cliff again. At first, he cut firewood around there. After
bundling it with rattan, he felt he had to climb the cliff again. This time, he
saw a strange thing. Plum, a girl from his village, was embroidering as she
sat on the edge of the cliff. She was unattractive and plump, but grown-ups
said she was by nature skilled in crafts, so Lu-er respected her quite a lot.

“Plum! Plum!” Lu-er’s voice was shaking with fear.
Plum didn’t answer. She sat there, cross-legged.
Lu-er’s feet went out from under him and he sat on the ground. He

crawled, doglike, over to her.
“Plum, tell me, what’s down below?”
“Three lambs.” She turned her head and spoke earnestly.
“Don’t you get dizzy when you look across the way?”
“No. When I embroider at home, I do get dizzy, but here I’m fine.”
“That’s strange. I thought everyone was afraid.”
“Of what?”
“Of the things across the way.”
Plum laughed heartily. She placed her embroidery on the ground and

stood up, facing the void next to the cliff, and somersaulted. Her soft little
body gracefully unfolded in the air. Lu-er thought she was going to fall, but
she came back as if ricocheting from an invisible wall, and stood steadily in
front of him. Lu-er rubbed his eyes, as if he didn’t believe the reality before
him. Plum rushed again at the void and flipped over, and once more she
rebounded. Lu-er even heard a puff from the air: Was it the sound of Plum
knocking against the invisible soft wall?

“Oh, I have to go back and feed the pigs!”
Picking up her embroidery, she ran off.
Lu-er was trying to distinguish things in that vast expanse of white.

What was inside? Nothing. When he stood up, his legs shook. Oh, he could
do nothing. He climbed away from the cliff.

When he got home, his dad told him to help him clean out the pigpen.
As they stood in the manure pit, Lu-er heard his father talking to himself:

“This is truly the best place to stay.”
Father and son were busy for a long time. They stank.
After taking baths and washing their hair, Dad sat on a stool smoking a

cigarette, and Lu-er sat there worrying.



“Hey, Lu-er, in a few more days, you’ll be thirteen, but your mama and I
are already old. I’ve been wondering recently: Are you unhappy about
having been born to us? Sometimes, your mama and I wonder if you want
to leave and go far away. That’s a great idea, but what’s wrong with staying
in this village? If you stay, you’ll appreciate it more and more.”

“Dad, I haven’t thought about going far away.” Lu-er rolled his eyes in
fear.

“You haven’t thought of it yet, but sooner or later you will.”
“I won’t leave. If I did, I would die. I want to stay here my whole life

and be with you! Ji feels the same,” Lu-er said fervently. He blushed, a little
ashamed of his ardor.

Dad looked him up and down, not at all pleased.
“Then do you think the village is a good place or not?”
Lu-er bent his head and said despondently, “I don’t like to do

housework, and I don’t like to farm.” All of a sudden, he raised his head.
“Today I saw something strange! It was Plum giving a performance for me!
I’d love to learn to do what she does. I wonder if I can.”

“There’s nothing that Lu-er can’t learn.” Dad’s tone turned kindly.
“Then you’ve seen her performance?”
“Uh-huh.”
So his parents had thought all along that he would leave the village

sooner or later. This idea made Lu-er feel a little flustered—like the idea of
the collapsing cliff. He couldn’t bear to think about this in detail. Plum!
Plum! Such an exciting girl! He wanted to stay in the village. His dad said
there was nothing he couldn’t learn. If he practiced every day, maybe he
could learn to do what Plum did? God—the motion: even thinking of it
made him dizzy.

Because Lu-er had worked hard in the pigpen that day, Mama was kinder
to him. After dinner she let him go out to play. Mama said to Dad, “This
child wants to go outside all the time.”

Before he knew it, he was walking to Plum’s home. Plum was leaning
against the wall next to the main entrance of her home. She was doing
handstands; she had probably been doing them for a long time. Lu-er
stopped in his tracks and watched her. He watched for quite a while, and
she was still leaning against the wall. Lu-er thought to himself, It must be
really hard to learn a skill. Just then, the door opened, and Plum’s uncle
emerged.



“There’s no point in learning this,” her uncle said. “Plum is a girl.
Sooner or later, she’ll get married, so right now she can learn whatever she
wants. You’re a boy. Your father expects a lot of you. You have to work
hard.”

When the uncle walked away, Lu-er approached Plum. In the dusk, he
could faintly make out the sweat on her forehead.

She ordered Lu-er, “Move aside. You’re blocking my view.”
Lu-er stood beside her; he couldn’t keep from asking, “Plum, what are

you looking at?”
Plum didn’t answer. Lu-er circled around to the back of the house. Every

once in a while, he glanced at Plum: he wanted to see just how long she
could keep this up.

He waited until the sky was completely dark, and Plum was still clinging
upside down to the wall. This girl was really a superwoman! Lu-er turned
around: he felt discouraged. He walked out from behind the house and
squatted next to her. He whispered, “How long can you keep this up?”

“I sleep this way every night,” she said.
This made Lu-er sweat all over. A sound reverberated in Lu-er’s head: he

seemed to be hearing Plum berating him and telling him to leave. He stood
up and left. He ran into Auntie Hua on the road. Auntie Hua droned on and
on. He heard some of the words clearly: “Get going. Quickly. Something
nice is waiting for you!”

Auntie Hua was always in good spirits, always saying that something
nice was waiting for him. She had told him this the last time, too, and after
that he had gone to the rapeseed plot with Ji. He had witnessed Ji stab the
human shadow in the sky with a spear. Maybe that was the “something
nice” that Auntie Hua had spoken of. What other nice thing would be
waiting for him today?

Lu-er returned to his dark home and groped his way into bed. He had
just closed his eyes and fallen asleep when a flash of snow-white lightning
roused him. The lightning wasn’t followed by thunder. Just then, he heard
his dad talking in his sleep in the next room, “Lu-er! Lu-er! Why haven’t
you run away yet—I’m so disappointed in you! You’re good for nothing!”
Then he heard both his dad and his mama grinding their teeth in their sleep,
as if chewing something hard.

He was scared. He coiled up into a ball, afraid to move, intending to go
on sleeping, but his dad’s voice grew louder and louder, almost as if he



were hysterical and wanted to kill him. He ran outside. When he closed the
door on his way out, it caused a huge, earthshaking sound, as if the house
were collapsing.

He didn’t stop until he had run straight to the Co-op. Lu-er sat at the
simple table under the awning and caught his breath. He didn’t know why
his eyelids were stuck together. He bent over the table; he wanted to sleep,
but he still didn’t fall asleep. The Co-op door creaked. Two people walked
out of the store talking. To his surprise, one was his father. His father and
the shopkeeper were bargaining. Dad wanted to buy some cheap cigarettes;
he wanted shopkeeper Gu to sell him two at a reduced price. The
shopkeeper refused. He ridiculed Dad, saying that Dad was “a loach.” Why
did he say Dad was a loach? Lu-er couldn’t figure that out. He was so
sleepy, he’d better not think about anything anymore. Father and
shopkeeper Gu walked off into the distance on the highway.

At last, Lu-er was awakened by a persistent, whiny little noise. He stood
up and looked all around: the Co-op door was standing open; inside it was
very dark. Where had Dad and shopkeeper Gu gone? Though Lu-er was
afraid others would suspect him of stealing, he had to enter the shop. But
the shop was by no means deserted. A saleswoman sat before a kerosene
lamp counting banknotes.

“You’re a thief, aren’t you?” she asked, glancing at him.
On the wall to the right, a huge human shadow was swaying, just like the

one Lu-er had seen that night in the rapeseed plot. Lu-er broke into a cold
sweat.

“Get out of here. Now!” the woman reproached him.
Lu-er crouched down and made his way into an empty space in the

display case. He snuggled up there without moving. He heard the
saleswoman walking back and forth in front of him. She seemed to be
moving goods. He even smelled her pungent, foul sweat. Suddenly, she
approached him and squatted down with him. She held his hand and said in
a small, shaky voice, “Kid, I’m so afraid. It’s like this every night. He wants
me to die.”

“Who?”
“How could you not have seen him? You did see him!”
“The one on the wall—that one?”
“Yes. Thump my head a few times so I won’t faint from fear.”



Lu-er turned toward what he guessed was her head and slapped it. He
felt his fist land on a ball of mushy mud. It made the back of his hand
slippery. He shouted, “Aiya.”

“Where are you?” he asked.
“Where else could I be? Next to you. You little rascal, did you come here

to get killed?”
Her voice was low and constrained, filled with fury. She pounded on Lu-

er’s shoulder with something made of stone. Lu-er cried out in pain.
Lu-er crawled out the door. The door closed tightly. He had just

struggled to stand up when the woman, who was carrying a basin of water,
opened the door. She threw the water all over him until he was drenched.
She kept howling, “Next time, I’ll chop your head off.”

When he got home, Dad was also there. He stopped him, held a cigarette
lighter up to his face, and said, “I’ve changed my mind about you.”

Lu-er tossed and turned in bed for a long time. He was thinking of the
“nice thing” that Auntie Hua had spoken of. Then, dazed, he fell asleep. He
dreamed of running away from the village and running toward the rapeseed
plot. Above him, that huge dark shadow was about to press down on him . .
.

Plum taught Lu-er how to do handstands, but Lu-er soon gave it up. When
he was upside down against the wall, the atmosphere all around turned
gloomy, like a gale brewing. The flying sand obscured his vision. The
moment he left the wall, everything returned to normal. He tried this several
times, always with the same result. He rubbed his eyes until they were red.
“You’re really a loser,” Plum said to him. Lu-er felt, too, that he was really
good for nothing. The sparks of hope in his heart were extinguished bit by
bit.

“What do you see when you’re upside down?” he asked Plum.
“Me? I’ve never looked all around. Hunh.” She answered self-

confidently, “I’ll be the best when I’m grown up, whether I’m married or
not.”

Plum’s words startled Lu-er. He felt ashamed of himself. He despaired.
Compared to Plum or Ji, he was no more than garbage. There was no place
for him. Where could he run off to—a piece of garbage like him? Lu-er
sighed.



“Lu-er, you don’t want to do handstands. You don’t concentrate well
enough to learn this. Let’s go to my uncle’s home. There’s something in his
home that you want to see.”

“Really? That’s weird. How do you know what I want to see?”
“Of course I know.”
Plum’s uncle’s home was east of the rapeseed plot. It was a one-story

adobe house, half of it buried in the ground. You had to take a flight of
stairs down to get inside.

After they came to a stop inside the large half-subterranean house, they
saw no one there. But when Lu-er took a closer look, he realized the house
wasn’t empty: people were lying under three large beds and were now
sticking their heads out and looking at the two of them. Just then, Lu-er
heard a huge clap of thunder. When they had come down just now, it was a
clear day; it had changed so fast! Plum whispered in Lu-er’s ear, doing her
best to keep her uncle’s three sons from hearing.

“Lu-er, do you know why they don’t sleep on the bed? They’re afraid of
being killed by thunder. The thunder in this rapeseed plot is awful: once it
broke uncle and auntie’s bed in half, and they were thrown to the two sides.
Uncle is an experienced old sparrow, and so is Auntie. They aren’t afraid of
anything. But their sons are scared out of their wits—to the point where
they can’t even work. They lie under the bed every day and wait for that
thing to come crashing down. I always wonder if it was on purpose that
Uncle and Auntie built their house in the middle of the rapeseed plot. You
know, no one builds a house in this kind of place.”

“We’re doing just fine! Don’t you dare gossip about us!” one of the guys
under the bed reproached her.

No sooner had he said this than a loud noise crushed and scattered
everything on the ground—jars and vats, kerosene lamps, bowls and
utensils. Lu-er felt that his own head had been crushed. Everything went
black in front of him, and he fell to his knees. He heard Plum shout, “Look!
Look! There’s a large hole in the roof!”

As she shouted, Plum raced up the stairs and disappeared from there. Lu-
er climbed up, thinking of fleeing, but someone pulled at his foot and he fell
with a thump. It was Uncle’s son.

“You coward!” he snapped. “Don’t move!”
The ones under the bed emerged. They ordered Lu-er to close his eyes

and stand motionless. Lu-er heard them climb the stairs one by one and go



out. He opened his eyes and took a look: the stairs had disappeared. Maybe
it was a movable staircase. Claps of thunder crashed down one after the
other. Lu-er felt as if he were in hell. An inner voice kept saying, You’re
going to die! You’re going to die . . . Involuntarily, he rolled under the bed.
The roof tiles were continually being lifted off the house. Some of them fell
to the ground. The room was getting lighter. Imagining Uncle’s sons
running in the rapeseed plot, he couldn’t help but admire them. This was
such a strong family! But why on earth had they wanted to live in such a
place? All of a sudden, Lu-er felt exhausted: even his fear couldn’t stave off
an attack of sleepiness. He was dazed.

Several people picked him up. He wanted to break away from them, but
he couldn’t.

“Shall we throw him down there?”
“Yes!”
He was thrown onto a soft thing below.
“Lu-er, did you try to kill me?”
“Where are we, Dad?” he said feebly.
“Where else could we be? You scamp—you actually went so far as to

jump from the cliff. I’ve never been happy with you, but I never imagined .
. .”

His father’s voice grew fainter and fainter, farther and farther away. A
cool breeze blew against his face, and birds were chirping all around. This
was so comfortable. He sat up. He didn’t hurt at all. He looked up: the
golden-yellow rapeseed plot was boundless, and bees busied themselves in
the flowers. Where was Plum’s uncle’s home? He stood up and looked, but
he didn’t see it.

A path in front showed him the way home.



HER OLD HOME

She hadn’t wanted to give up her bungalow in the city. Twenty years
ago, Zhou Yizhen had come down with a serious illness. The best thing to
do was sell the house and move to an old apartment building in the distant
suburbs—the living quarters for workers at a tire factory. She said to her
husband, Xu Sheng, “Be patient for another year or two, and then you’ll be
free.”

Xu Sheng glared and retorted, “Life and death are determined by destiny.
We don’t get to make these big decisions.”

Living in the tire factory quarters was hard on Zhou Yizhen. She
couldn’t remember when she began to believe that she wouldn’t die after
all. She contacted a nearby woolen mill, and knitted scarves and caps for it
at home. After cooking, she sat on the balcony every day and knitted, and
she became steadily healthier. The air in the suburbs was better than in the
city, and fresh vegetables were available. Zhou Yizhen regained her health,
and the nightmare in her memory gradually dimmed.

Xu Sheng hadn’t mentioned their former home for years because he
didn’t want to make her feel bad.

Although the city wasn’t far away by bus, Zhou Yizhen had never gone
back to see their old house. She wasn’t very sentimental, but after all she
had lived there half her life, had gone to primary and middle school there,
and had worked in a factory, married, and given birth to her daughter. That
bungalow figured in so many of her memories. Although she’d been away
for twenty years, she often still lived there in her dreams. She rarely
dreamed of the tire factory quarters.

Zhou Yizhen was planning to deliver her consignment to the mill
Wednesday afternoon (she had knitted some baby shoes and would earn
quite a lot for this) when the phone rang. It wasn’t her daughter Jing. The
woman on the other end of the line asked Zhou Yizhen when she would
come to see her old home, as if they had an appointment. Zhou Yizhen
remembered her the moment she heard her voice. It was the woman who
had bought their bungalow all those years ago.



Her name was Zhu Mei, a single woman five or six years younger than
she. Zhu Mei worked in a design institute. Zhou Yizhen remembered the
evening she turned the house over to her. Zhu Mei kept standing in the
shadows behind the half-open door, as though she didn’t want others to get
a good look at her expression. So many years had passed, and yet Zhu Mei
was still thinking about her. Zhou Yizhen felt nervous, but she couldn’t
explain why. Zhou Yizhen said she hadn’t thought about going back to see
her old home, but she was grateful to Zhu Mei. It seemed she’d done the
right thing in selling the place to her.

“Please come and visit. Will you?” the woman insisted.
“Okay. I’ll come Saturday.”
As soon as she hung up, Zhou Yizhen had misgivings. How could she

have agreed? She wasn’t superstitious, but she wasn’t sure she could handle
the memories of those days when she suffered from the terrible disease.
Intravenous injections, handfuls of pills to swallow, and the frightening
chemotherapy—she had nearly buried these dark memories. Was she now
ready to revive them? And if Xu Sheng knew, he would surely not agree.

On the way back from the woolen mill, Zhou Yizhen began feeling
better. She hadn’t expected to receive so much—two hundred yuan! They
could live on this for three months. Although she was fifty-five years old,
she felt more energetic than ever. The world was green, and flowers were in
bloom. Zhou Yizhen was sweating as she walked. She was also working out
a new design for baby shoes. She nearly laughed out loud. When she was
almost home, she decided that Saturday afternoon she would indeed go to
her old place in the city and look around. She was proud of this decision.

After dinner, she told her husband about this.
“Zhu Mei isn’t an ordinary woman,” Xu Sheng said.
“Do you mean I shouldn’t go?”
“No, no, this isn’t what I mean. Why not go? Since you want to go, just

go.”
Xu Sheng’s answer surprised Zhou Yizhen. She knew that it wasn’t out

of a lack of concern for her. How had he reasoned that she should go? Xu
Sheng was a straightforward, fairly simple man. If he thought she could go,
then she probably wouldn’t have to worry about this trip. And she was
curious about her old home.

The three days passed quickly. During this time, Zhou knitted an entirely
new style of baby shoes; they were very pretty. Xu Sheng held the wool



shoes up and looked at them from all angles. He was as happy as she was.
“Remember to tell Zhu Mei how skilled you are at knitting.” Zhou Yizhen
asked why. He said, “I don’t want her to look down on us.”

Zhou Yizhen was startled. What an odd idea coming from her husband.
“I don’t care what others think,” she replied.
“That’s good.”
Zhou Yizhen was a little nervous on the bus. She was still sort of worried

about going back. She kept saying to herself, If I continue thinking
positively, there won’t be a problem.

After getting off the bus, she headed for Jixiang Lane. Once there, she
found a dilapidated lane where many bungalows had been demolished. It
didn’t look at all as it had in the past. The city was in the midst of rapid
development: the changes in Jixiang Lane should not have been a surprise,
but still she was shocked by the scene.

Eventually she reached her former home. Her little courtyard remained
the same, but no one was there. Zhou Yizhen saw the faucet outside the
door of the house: she had often washed clothes and mops here. She felt a
little sick at heart, yet she quickly got hold of herself.

She knocked on the door several times, but no one answered. Curious,
she pushed the door gently, and it opened.

It was really strange: the furnishings in the two rooms were exactly the
same as the ones she had had in her home! Hadn’t she moved all of them?
What she and her husband had turned over to Zhu Mei was an empty house.
With mixed feelings Zhou Yizhen sat at her old-fashioned dressing table.
She didn’t want to move, remembering the last time she had sat here. Back
then, the bald woman reflected in the mirror had made her quiver.

She heard approaching footsteps. Probably the owner had returned.
Spotting Zhou Yizhen, Zhu Mei exclaimed, “Sister Zhou, how nice to

see you! I’m so fortunate!”
“Fortunate?”
“Yes. You always inspire me.”
“Hold on a moment. What are you talking about? And what about the

arrangement of the furniture and the various decorative items?”
“Oh, you mustn’t be confused. I designed it so it would look the way it

did before you moved out. Back then, I came to your home several times.
Have you forgotten? I was a designer. How should I put it? At that time, I
had sunk to the lowest point of my life. I decided to cast off my old self and



change into a new and different person. I happened to meet you in the
hospital and learned that you wanted to sell your house. I followed you and
your husband here.”

“You made up your mind to change yourself into me?” Zhou Yizhen
paled.

“That’s right. Please don’t be mad at me.” As she answered, Zhu Mei
looked Zhou Yizhen directly in the eye. “In fact, you saved me. See? I’m
living a full and healthy life.”

“Hold on, please give me a moment to think.”
“Here—I brewed some tea for you. Have some. You don’t look so good.

Do you want to lie down and rest for a while? This is still your home.”
Zhou Yizhen drank some tea and composed herself. Her gaze dulled and

slowly shifted to those familiar furnishings.
“This is great,” she said, insincerely. “I’ve truly returned to my former

home. Is that my chopping knife? I cut lotus seeds with it in the processing
plant. Zhu Mei, you must have gone to a lot of trouble with all of this. I
can’t believe my eyes!”

A neighbor stood at the door and looked in. He recognized Zhou Yizhen.
“Mei, you have company. I’m here to collect for the electricity. I can

come back whenever it’s convenient.”
He didn’t greet Zhou Yizhen. She felt awkward and dispirited. Did this

neighbor think she had died? In the past, they’d seen each other every day.
“Yes, I have a guest. Don’t you recognize her?” Zhu Mei said.
“She seems a little familiar. No, I don’t know her.”
He left, looking a bit terrified. Zhou Yizhen suddenly felt tired. She

struggled to keep her eyes open. Zhu Mei’s figure looked distorted.
“You’re sleepy. Lie down. I’ll help you take your shoes off. Yes, that’s

good. I’m going out to buy some groceries. We’ll have dinner together
tonight. What? You say there’s a spider? Don’t be afraid. There’s one in this
room, but it doesn’t amount to anything . . .”

Before she fell asleep, Zhou Yizhen heard Zhu Mei close the door.

When Zhou Yizhen awakened, the sun had set. She had slept a long time.
She felt that her behavior was strange: Why had she come to another
person’s home and fallen asleep on another person’s bed? She had never



done anything so out of character. She heard Zhu Mei busying herself in the
kitchen, and so she made the bed and went to help right away.

Zhu Mei had cooked an appetizing meal. Zhou Yizhen thought she was
very good at taking care of herself.

As they ate, Zhou Yizhen said, “Look, I’m so embarrassed that—”
Zhu Mei interrupted her at once. “Don’t be. Please. This was your home

in the first place. You can do whatever you wish here. Anyhow, I’m the one
who invited you to come.”

After dinner, they tidied up the kitchen together. Zhou Yizhen was going
to go home. Zhu Mei said, “Didn’t you notice a bed made up in each
bedroom? This one is especially for you, even when you aren’t here. I sleep
in the inner bedroom.”

Zhou Yizhen was surprised.
“I haven’t discussed this with Xu. I don’t think he would agree.”
“Why not? I’m sure he would. Just phone him.”
So Zhou Yizhen sat down and phoned.
“That’s great,” Xu Sheng said. “Since she really wants you to stay, you

may take the opportunity to get better acquainted with each other.”
Xu’s attitude seemed odd to Zhou Yizhen, because he had never shown

great interest in making friends, and he knew that Zhou Yizhen didn’t enjoy
it, either. Not without annoyance, Zhou Yizhen said to her husband, “Okay,
then I’ll stay overnight. Sure you won’t mind?”

“No, of course I won’t mind.”
The moment she hung up, Zhu Mei clapped her hands.
“Your husband is so understanding!”
But Zhou Yizhen was unhappy. She was still annoyed with her husband.
Zhu Mei asked her to take a seat at the desk. She invited Zhou Yizhen to

page through the large photo album she had placed under the desk lamp.
The pictures in the album were all taken in places that she couldn’t have

known better. She missed them very much: a stone lion in the lane; a cast-
iron mailbox on the street nearest to her home; the shop that had sold sugar-
coated dried fruit for more than twenty years; the date tree in the little
courtyard; the clothes of all different colors drying beneath the tree under
the sun. But the main person in the photos, Zhu Mei, didn’t look familiar.
And Zhou Yizhen noticed that her face was always out of focus, and her
body wasn’t much in focus, either. It was like a shadow. It was hard to
believe that this was Zhu Mei. Looking more closely, Zhou Yizhen was



startled because the main person in each photo actually looked like herself.
Zhou Yizhen and Zhu Mei weren’t at all alike: Zhu Mei had the features of
an educated person; Zhou Yizhen didn’t. What on earth were these photos
about?

After Zhou Yizhen had paged through most of the album, she turned
around. Zhu Mei had disappeared. So she got up and looked at all of the
rooms. These furnishings and objects called to mind many sentimental
memories. Under the present circumstances, she liked being sentimental for
a moment. Sentiment was a beautiful thing. If she could cry, it would be
even better. But she couldn’t. It seemed that Zhu Mei had gone out. How
could she leave her guest behind and go out by herself? But then, why
couldn’t she do this? She’d already said she wanted Zhou Yizhen to
consider this home her own. It was quiet outside: there was only the deep
sound of the wind shaking the date tree branches. Zhou Yizhen felt safe in
this house. She regretted having stayed away for twenty years. She had
misconstrued everything! If Zhu Mei hadn’t invited her, would she have
never returned? Could Zhu Mei have been calling her to come back
throughout these twenty years in her peculiar way, and she hadn’t heard?
Zhou Yizhen kept thinking it over, sometimes sitting down, sometimes
standing up and pacing. She sensed that the familiar objects in front of her
were talking to her in low tones. Too bad she didn’t understand.

At the corner of the wall was a little metal bucket with dried lotus seeds
inside. Next to the bucket was a small bench. Zhou Yizhen’s heart leapt
happily! She sat down at once and started cracking open the lotus seeds.
Though she hadn’t done this for more than twenty years, she still knew how
to do it! And she could do it almost without looking. It was as though she
wasn’t cracking lotus seeds, but picking mushrooms in the forest. She
joyfully discovered one after another. As she did this, she didn’t think back
to her work in the plant when she was young. Quite the opposite: what she
recalled were the good things that she usually didn’t think of. For example .
. . Ah, she was suffocating from happiness! She wouldn’t die of happiness,
would she?

“Zhou Yizhen, are you fishing?”
Zhu Mei’s voice came from the door. Why didn’t she enter? Was she

playing hide-and-seek? Zhou Yizhen put the knife down and went to look.
No one was in the courtyard. Where was Zhu Mei hiding? Zhou Yizhen

walked lightly under the date tree, intense emotions rising from within. This



courtyard had five other homes; the lights were on in each one, but the
doors were shut tight. Zhou Yizhen recalled that it was never like this in the
past; back then, the neighbors felt close to each other, and doors always
stood open. Did all these homes have new owners?

Without thinking, she walked out of the courtyard and came to the lane.
So strange: at night, the lane didn’t look at all dilapidated, as it did in the
daytime. Instead, it was clean and tidy, and full of life. Although you
couldn’t see anyone, the street was giving off light, as though some
liveliness were left over from the daytime. The entrances of all of the
courtyard houses stood wide open, letting her thoughts run wild.

Zhou Yizhen caught a glimpse of a woman’s silhouette entering a
courtyard house in front of her. Ah, was it Zhu Mei? She shouted, “Zhu
Mei!”

Zhu Mei dashed up to Zhou Yizhen.
“You’ve come out, too,” she said with a smile. “Sure, why wouldn’t

you? At night, it’s a Shangri-la here. Do you know who I was looking for
inside? My lover. He’s only twenty-eight—a guy who fears nothing!”

Zhou Yizhen heard the lewdness in Zhu Mei’s tone. Ordinarily she
wouldn’t be able to stand it. But in this kind of moonlight, this kind of
atmosphere, she felt that everything was reasonable. The fifty-year-old Zhu
Mei should love a twenty-eight-year-old. If she, Zhou Yizhen, were a young
man, she would want to fall in love with Zhu Mei: Zhu Mei was a rare
treasure.

“Oh, so that’s it. I’ve disturbed you. Don’t pay any attention to me. I’m
leaving,” she said.

“No, don’t go!” Zhu Mei raised her hand and said decisively, “Since
you’ve come out, I want to enjoy this evening with you. Look, the twilight
is so beautiful!”

“Yes. Yes,” Zhou Yizhen murmured.
“We’ll go to the plant where you worked before. Now it’s been

converted into shops selling a wide array of goods.”
Zhou Yizhen wanted to decline, because for twenty years she’d been

afraid of running into her former workmates. But Zhu Mei pulled her along
in that direction; Zhou Yizhen thought that Zhu Mei was warmly
enthusiastic. Why was she so exuberant? Zhu Mei told Zhou Yizhen: before
the plant went out of business, she had been a temporary worker there for
two years. After that, all she could do was return to her old trade as a design



assistant. She had earned some money in design the past few years, but she
still cherished her time in the plant. As she talked, Zhou Yizhen recalled the
lotus seeds and felt intensely emotional. Without thinking, she said, “Those
days working in the plant were splendid!”

“See!” Zhu Mei shouted. “I read your mind, didn’t I? Even if a person
goes only once to that sort of place, she never forgets it!”

When they reached the spot where the plant used to be, Zhou Yizhen saw
that it had completely changed.

The workshops in the former plant were now small shops. There were
colorful lamps everywhere, and people coming and going. Some of the
shopkeepers looked familiar; they had worked at the plant. Some were
unfamiliar. They welcomed Zhu Mei with open arms, but no one recognized
Zhou Yizhen. The shops sold a variety of goods—kitchenware, appliances
for lavatories, writing implements, metal fittings, children’s shoes.

Zhou Yizhen was in a good mood when she saw her former workmates,
even though they didn’t recognize her. She was grateful to Zhu Mei for not
introducing her to them; this was just as she wished. She walked behind
Zhu Mei, feeling very relaxed. A joyful premonition arose within her.

Zhu Mei pulled Zhou Yizhen into a two-room shop selling chinaware.
The shopkeeper was a middle-aged woman whom Zhou Yizhen didn’t
recognize. When she asked them to sit down, Zhou Yizhen thought she
seemed familiar. Zhou Yizhen had no sooner taken a seat than the woman
dragged Zhu Mei off to the other room and left Zhou Yizhen to watch over
the chinaware.

After a while, several customers showed up all at once. Flustered, Zhou
Yizhen wished that Zhu Mei and the woman would come out soon, but they
remained in the warehouse in back.

An old man picked up a teapot and asked the price. Zhou Yizhen replied
that she wasn’t the shopkeeper.

“If you aren’t the shopkeeper, why are you standing here?” he
reproached her. “You have to take the responsibility. Oh, I see the price. It’s
pasted on the bottom of the teapot. It’s twenty-three yuan.”

He counted out twenty-three yuan, placed it on the counter, and headed
out. As he left, he said angrily, “You’re the worst businessperson I’ve ever
seen.”

Then a young woman picked up a vase and sought out Zhou Yizhen.
Zhou Yizhen told her the truth and asked her to wait a moment, because the



shopkeeper was in the other room. She looked inside the warehouse, but no
one was there. A door opened from this room onto a small street. The other
two must have gone out for a stroll.

She returned and told the young woman that the shopkeeper was out.
“But you’re here, aren’t you?” the young woman said, staring.
Then the young woman said she had found the price; it was thirty-seven

yuan. She placed forty yuan on the counter, took the vase, and left. Zhou
Yizhen put the money away at once.

Every person who came in bought something. The last customer wanted
to bargain with Zhou Yizhen. He was holding a large soup bowl and said
fifteen yuan was too much. He asked Zhou Yizhen to sell it to him for ten
yuan. Zhou Yizhen said the shopkeeper was out, and it wasn’t up to her to
lower the price.

“Why can’t you? Didn’t you sell several things just now?” he said in a
fierce tone.

Zhou Yizhen was afraid. She shouted toward the back room, “Zhu Mei!
Zhu Mei!”

The man immediately said, “Don’t shout! Please! I’ll just put it back,
okay?”

When he swept past her, Zhou Yizhen saw that he was her former gang
boss. Back then, they had sat in the same workshop opening lotus seeds.
Why had he threatened her?

Zhou Yizhen was angry with Zhu Mei. She put the money in a drawer
under the counter, closed the shop door, and ran out.

All at once, she relaxed. She thought, I came here just for fun. Why had
Zhu Mei pressured me so much? Whatever happened in the chinaware shop
was really a conspiracy. The surroundings had changed greatly, and there
wasn’t much lamplight. Zhou Yizhen had actually lost her way outside the
plant where she used to work. Just then, she heard someone call her name.
She turned around and saw her former workmate Bai E. Except for her
voice, this woman had changed completely. Even in the dim lamplight, one
could see that her face was dark and that she was very thin, yet she seemed
in good spirits.

“Zhou Yizhen, come to my house!” she said eagerly. “I live alone now.
You can live in my home!”

She gripped Zhou Yizhen’s arm, and dragged her to a low house next to
the road. It was dark inside. The two of them almost fell onto a bed with a



big mattress. Zhou Yizhen struggled to get up because she hadn’t taken off
her shoes. Bai E was still holding her tightly. She said there was no point in
following any rules in her home. It was best to simply fit in.

“It’s dark outside. Where can you go?” Bai E’s voice turned eerie.
Zhou Yizhen stopped struggling and calmed down. A minute later, her

eyes closed heavily. She felt a quilt being put over her. She could faintly
hear Bai E arguing with someone outside.

When Zhou Yizhen awakened, it was daylight. She saw her former
workmate Bai E sitting beside the bed, quietly watching her; she looked
fascinated. Zhou Yizhen blushed; she wasn’t accustomed to people looking
at her so closely.

“Yizhen, we’ve finally met,” she said.
“Yes. Finally,” Zhou Yizhen responded in kind.
“I thought I wouldn’t be able to wait for this day.”
“Everything depends on luck,” Zhou Yizhen said.
“No! That’s wrong!”
Bai E stood up angrily, and began pacing back and forth in the room. She

was agitated.
Zhou Yizhen made the bed, whisking the dust from the quilt. She waited

for Bai E to explode.
But Bai E didn’t lose her temper. Her anger was suddenly replaced by

happiness, and she whispered, “I know you came over from Zhu Mei’s
place. As soon as you arrived at her home yesterday, everyone from the
plant knew. Everyone was eager to see you. I got to you before anyone
else!”

“If that’s the way all of you felt, then why did everyone pretend not to
know me in the small shops? I saw several of my former workmates,” Zhou
Yizhen said.

“Everyone was keeping an eye on everyone else. We had to pretend not
to know you. We had to wait until night to take you by surprise and get hold
of you. It’s the way things are done here. I did it just like that, didn’t I? All
these years, we were curious. Everyone wanted to know how you had
survived. You were everyone’s hope.”

After Zhou Yizhen washed her face and brushed her teeth, she sat down
and ate breakfast with Bai E. Noticing that Bai E kept looking her up and



down, she asked with a smile, “Is there something nice-looking about me?”
“I’m not looking at you, I’m looking at myself. When you left, you took my
soul with you. I’ve been thinking all along, People say that Zhou Yizhen
didn’t die; she survived. What happened? I have to see her again. Last
night, my dream came true.”

Zhou Yizhen felt inspired by these words. She got up and made a few
birdlike motions. And then she was a little embarrassed again and said to
Bai E, “If someone as inconspicuous as I am can get a new lease on life,
then the rest of you surely can! I want to tell you that everyone can
experience a turn for the better. But now I have to leave you. Zhu Mei must
be waiting for me. Thank you for your hospitality.”

“Good luck, Yizhen. And thank you for keeping me company. The
scenery last night was beautiful. The deer ran so fast.”

Bai E’s gaze fell. She stared, dazed, at an oil stain on the tablecloth. She
forgot all about Zhou Yizhen.

Not until Zhou Yizhen left Bai E’s home did she realize that Bai E’s
home was on a quiet street. It was two blocks from Jixiang Lane. She
intended to go there and say good-bye to Zhu Mei before going home. She
felt happy and a little puzzled. She thought that she wouldn’t be able to put
her thoughts in order until she got home. She had come to her old house and
had encountered some novel things. The thing that surprised her most was
that the people here all considered her one of them, as though she—Zhou
Yizhen—had lived among them all this time. Even the customers in the
chinaware shop didn’t consider her any different from them. What on earth
was the reason for this? Hadn’t she vanished from here twenty years ago?

In the daytime, Jixiang Lane looked tumbledown again. The courtyard
houses she had seen yesterday were once more invisible. Piles and piles of
detritus and sand were everywhere, as if the path were going to be repaired.
A large pile of coal was in the middle of the lane. She had to walk around it,
and her shoes got dirty. Zhou Yizhen thought that Jixiang Lane was
disgusting now. No one was in the courtyard of her old home. Probably
everyone was at work. Zhu Mei and the woman shopkeeper from last night
were sitting in the doorway, not at all surprised to see Zhou Yizhen. It
seemed the two of them had spent the night in Zhu Mei’s home.

“I put all the money for purchases in the drawer under the counter,”
Zhou Yizhen said. “I didn’t dare do anything on my own in helping you
with your business.”



“It’s all right! Never mind!” the woman interrupted Zhou Yizhen. “Your
showing up was a pleasant surprise for us. Zhu Mei and I spent the whole
night talking about you!”

“Talking about me?”
“Yes. You caused quite a stir in our circle. I’m leaving. Take good care

of yourself! Bye!”
Zhu Mei and Zhou Yizhen watched her disappear into the courtyard.
“Zhu Mei, I’ve come to say good-bye. Visiting my old home has made

me feel great, and it has enriched me, too. But—I don’t know how to put it
—it seems I experienced everything here through a layer of gauze. Nothing
was very clear. Now I feel excited, but I don’t know how to explain that.
Can you understand what I’m feeling?”

Zhu Mei stared straight at Zhou Yizhen, then nodded and said, “I
understand you, Zhou Yizhen. If I didn’t, then who would? I invited you to
come, and you came. This was telepathy, wasn’t it? Twenty years ago, I
thought I could live as you did. Now the facts prove that I wasn’t wrong.
Let me see you off.”

When they walked out of the courtyard, Zhu Mei said, “Your shoes are
dirty. You must have taken the main road over here. Actually, there’s a side
path you could have taken.”

“Oh, I see! No wonder I didn’t see the courtyard houses. How could I get
lost in my former neighborhood?”

“Of course that can happen. Come this way!”
Zhu Mei pulled Zhou Yizhen over, and the two of them went to the

forked road. The courtyard houses appeared, and the main entrances stood
open as they had the night before. Zhou Yizhen saw again the scene in the
lane from last night. This was really a quiet little lane! When had it been
built? She hadn’t seen these courtyard houses before, and yet they looked
rather old. Where had they come from? Noticing Zhou Yizhen’s puzzled
expression, Zhu Mei began to laugh.

“Zhou Yizhen, you rescued me back then, and I’ve always wanted to
repay you. After you left, I waited year after year for you to return, and now
you have. Tell me: What is your impression of your old home?”

“I feel that both the people and the view have totally changed. This place
used to be rather depressing. But I’m not very sure about this impression.
Maybe I’m the one that used to be depressing. Since I came back yesterday,
I’ve been constantly excited. People here have been so warm to me. But I



can’t understand them, even though I was with them every day in the past.
Zhu Mei, can you tell me how to understand my former workmates?”

“You don’t need to fully understand us. All you need is to feel our love,
that’s enough.”

Zhu Mei had no sooner said this than the bus arrived. They embraced
and said good-bye.

When the bus started, Zhu Mei waved to Zhou Yizhen.
“Come back often!” she shouted.
Zhou Yizhen was dazed as she stood in the bus. Right up until the bus

stopped at the street corner and she got off and bought some vegetables at a
nearby vegetable plot on the way home, her train of thought was stuck in
her old house. She resolved to gradually disengage from any curiosity about
that old home.



I AM A WILLOW TREE

1.

I’m withering by the day. My old leaves are drooping, and I’m not
interested in growing new ones. My bark is dried up and cracking. The day
before yesterday, five more of my leaves turned yellow. I can tell that even
sparrows and magpies consider me a dead tree from the infrequency of their
stopping on my branches. In the past, I was full of delicate new leaves that
attracted worms, and so the birds loved to come and catch the worms.
Jumping back and forth, they chattered and argued excitedly, as if they were
in a meeting. Now they just regard me as nothing more than a rest stop.
When they tire from flying, they nap for a while on my branches, and then
fly away again. This is because I can’t grow fresh leaves, and without fresh
leaves the cute little worms have nothing to eat. I’ve become inessential.

Dusk is the most difficult time. The sun has not completely set behind
the mountain. The garden is quiet. Outside the fence, the silhouette of an
old farmer occasionally drifts by. The words “Rose Garden” flicker eerily
on the garden gate. If I pay close attention, I can hear elegies. In the sky, on
the mountains, in the little rivers, underground: singing is everywhere.
These elegies are for me. I don’t like listening to them, but the male voice
in the distance is never willing to let go of me. He’s really discourteous.
Even if it’s my fate, it’s pointless for him to sing for me every day. Or
perhaps he’s actually singing for himself. He’s still being rude in letting his
songs travel so far, so widely. When the songs of sorrow begin, I have to be
tolerant. I have to be patient until night falls and the person stops singing.

It’s the actions of the gardener that created my current condition. Last
spring, when I was a year-old sapling, he planted me in this grassy plot. As
soon as I was put into the earth, I knew that the rose garden’s soil was
barren. It was mainly sand that could hold neither water nor fertilizer. The
gardener simply spread a thin layer of rich soil on the surface and scattered
some fertilizer. So though in the garden the flowers and plants looked
luxuriant, this was a false impression that could vanish in the blink of an



eye. The gardener also took care of me. He gave me some basic fertilizer,
and watered me every other day. I adopted an attitude of muddling along.
Back then, I still hadn’t realized how painful it was to be a plant predestined
to stay where you were planted. When he appeared at the garden gate
carrying a bucket of water, I grew excited. My branches swayed, and I
couldn’t stand up straight. That was the water of life. The more I absorbed,
the better I felt, and I grew more readily. It rains only two or three times a
year here. When Mother Nature is not dependable, one can only depend on
the gardener. We willow trees rely on the nutrition provided by water. I
couldn’t figure out why the gardener had to move me to this sandy land, and
sometimes I imagined that this was a scheme of his.

The gardener’s face was expressionless. None of us could figure out
what was going on in his mind. The grass, flowers, and shrubs all had a
high opinion of this man. I was the only one whose views about him
wavered. For example, one day when he was near me he suddenly
brandished a hoe and excavated. He dug deeper and deeper. With one blow,
he chopped off part of my roots. I shook violently from the pain. Guess
what he did next? He filled in the hole he had dug and evened it out, and
then went elsewhere to dig. He often engaged in this puzzling excavation.
Not only did he injure me, he also hurt other plants in the rose garden. The
strange thing was that as far as I could tell, none of the other plants
complained about him. Rather, they considered their injuries badges of
glory. I heard all kinds of comments at night.

Taiwan grass: We generally don’t know how our inner system operates.
Although we’re curious, we haven’t received any information about this.
It’s the gardener who satisfies our curiosity. Even if we pay a high price for
communicating with him, we’re quite happy to do that.

Date tree: I greatly appreciate the way the gardener brandishes his hoe.
In fact, he’s much like one of my forefathers whom I haven’t seen. Every
day, I tried hard to imagine how he would look. Often at daybreak, I came
close to succeeding, but in the end I didn’t. The gardener has remarkable
ability. As soon as he wields the hoe, I can see my forefather’s fertile image
against the backdrop of the boundless starlit sky. One time, he cut my
taproot. That’s when I was happiest. I greeted his hoe with my roots, as if it
were my forefather.

Indian azalea: He’s attractive when he carries water. He has aspirations.
Otherwise, why would he choose the rose garden as our home?



Dandelion: This is an arid area. Every day I dream of pails of water. It’s
when I dream that my fine hair grows. The gardener is so kind. His two big
water buckets lead me to dream constantly. Sometimes, I wish he would dig
me up with his hoe and throw me into his empty bucket. I hear passersby on
the road say that I have a lot of hair. They say I’m not like dandelions in the
sand. They don’t know that my luxuriant hair is related to the water
buckets.

Wisteria: The gardener is brilliant! Although I don’t love him, I think of
him every day. Each time I start thinking of him, my pigment is enhanced,
and I become quite beautiful. Some nice-looking people have also appeared
here, but I’ve never seen anyone as perfect as the gardener. I’m always
wondering how to attract his attention; I’ve never been successful, not even
once. It doesn’t matter how ugly I am, or how pretty, he pays no attention to
me.

Sorrel: In general, we can’t live in this kind of dry sandy land. But for
some reason, ever since the gardener had us put down roots here, we felt
that this was the most suitable home for us. The infertility of the soil is
good for our species. Why? Because the feeling of being on the edge of
death gives our internal being the power to grow again. We hear that those
who live in humid areas don’t have nearly as much vitality as we do. The
profile of his steady back always gives us strength. He’s our angel. I should
say that he’s the one who chose this garden for us. And so sometimes, when
we hear rumors that a mysterious sect built our garden, we’re furious!

There are also some faint humming, groaning sounds; I have no way to
figure out where they’re coming from. But those sounds are even more
meaningful; they make me even more uneasy and curious. It’s fair to say
that these hidden inhabitants are the ones who maintain my interest in life.
Even if the gardener hasn’t watered me for a long time, and even if I’m
dispirited in the state of being more dead than alive, I need only hear that
humming and groaning and the shadows within me shrink and all kinds of
desires are revived. It’s hard to say exactly what kind of voice this is.
Mostly, it’s a kind of narration without a specific audience, but someone can
sense a provocative element in the strange tone. Anyhow, I did.

I couldn’t see any logic to the gardener’s cutting off my water. My roots
were still shallow, merely inserted in the layer of sand. I had heard there
was good-quality black soil beneath the sandy layer, but it was in a very



deep place. Even after growing for ten years, our roots would not reach
down that far. Of course the gardener had this much common sense. So did
his actions indicate that he had abandoned me? If so, then why did he move
me here in the first place? When I was in the nursery, I had no anxiety!
Back then, we were ambitious and looked forward to realizing our
aspirations after being moved here. In the misty starlight, I saw my destiny
clearly many times. Back then, I didn’t yet know it was my destiny; I
thought it was merely a dark shadow. Then the gardener came, twice
altogether. He was a remarkable person who didn’t talk much. There was a
black badge on his shirt, but I couldn’t see the dark pattern very well. I felt
strongly attracted to him: the moment he set eyes on me, I swayed wildly.
You can imagine the result.

After being moved here and planted along with everyone else, I didn’t
change my soaring ambitions. I hoped that I would become the legendary
towering tree, a big tree that could invite the stars to dream among my
branches. In the nursery where I previously lived, there was an old willow
tree like this. His branches and leaves fluttered in midair, covering the entire
nursery. The workers in the nursery said they’d never seen such a large tree.
They called it the “king of trees.” Back then, whenever I looked up, I saw
him. I modeled my future plans after him. I believed he was my future. The
gardener smashed my hopes. At first, he placed me in the barren sandy
ground, thus slowing my maturation. Luckily, he was still watering me.
While he was doing this, I didn’t grow terribly slowly. Probably it was my
longing for growth that helped. After leaving the nursery, I concentrated
more on the speed of my maturation. Later, he abruptly stopped watering
me: there wasn’t even a transition.

I still remember the first night of hardships. Because of the hopes I
harbored, every moment and every second turned into torment. I thought he
would remember this during the night and give me some water. A terrible
thirst thrust me into a state between sleep and wakefulness. A person came
and went. This person wore a long gown with huge pockets. Each of the
two pockets held a bottle of water. When he moved, the bottled water
gurgled. Was this the gardener? I could never be sure. The second night
wasn’t much better. The infinite quiet caused me to think even more about
water. I almost went crazy. The moonlight made me jumpy, as if I had seen
a ghost. The other plants in the garden were sound asleep. I was the only
one who was awake. For some reason, I felt I wouldn’t die, and the idea that



I wouldn’t die terrified me. When I was young, the king of trees told me a
story about a tree that walked. I recalled this story, and so I tried to shift my
root—the one on my left. I immediately fainted from the pain. When I
awakened, it was light.

After those two pivotal nights, my restlessness gradually subsided, and I
was kind of resigned to destiny. This didn’t mean that I gave up trying hard
to change my circumstances. It was to say, rather, that I did not again
entrust my hopes for the future to the gardener’s mercy. I believed that he
would not treat me mercifully. He was impassive as he went past me, and
his head drooped. His body language said that he felt it was no longer
necessary to help me. I should support myself and rely on my own struggle
to go on living. Was this possible? We plants could not live without water,
and we couldn’t obtain water from the air, either. We could only rely on
irrigation. Of course I wanted to become the legendary tree that walked. I
tried that three times, each time failing shamefully. How should I struggle?
I became confused, as if a hammer were incessantly pounding on me. I saw
the gardener carrying clean water from the little river and watering those
who were grateful to him (they all worshipped him), while my leaves turned
pale because of my terror. Without water, I had only death ahead of me. Of
course I was scared.

While waiting for death, I fell unconscious. One morning, an old
sparrow awakened me.

I was incredibly surprised that I was still alive. Hardly any water was left
in my roots, and most of my leaves had dropped off. The leaves that hadn’t
fallen were yellowing in rapid succession. When dizziness surged up like
waves, I felt that once I passed out I wouldn’t wake up again. But I was
wrong. Not only did I awaken, but I was particularly clear-headed. My
perceptions were much sharper than before. On a fresh summer morning
like this, a sparrow on my branch kept shouting to her lost child: What
could be more moving? I don’t know how she lost her child, but that
monotonous sound of complaint that was unique to sparrows struck me as
the world’s most sorrowful dirge! What I thought was, Ah, I’m still alive!
Only living things can experience this kind of emotion. As I was thinking
this, I nearly turned into a sparrow. Each time she called out, my branch
vibrated in concert with her, and I saw the image of a small sparrow in her
mind.



The gardener noticed this drama between the sparrow and me. He
strolled around in my vicinity for a while and then walked away. Judging by
his actions, he wasn’t indifferent to me. So what was he waiting for? Was
something going to happen to me? I felt an obscure hope arise, although I
didn’t yet know what it was. I secretly cheered the sparrow on, and the
sparrow became aware of my existence. She kept shouting nonstop until she
had poured out all her sorrow, and finally she realized that she needed to
control herself. She jumped back and forth on my branches, and then
suddenly spread her wings and flew to the sky.

She flew away, leaving emptiness with me. I saw the gardener sneer
slyly.

A long crack ruptured my trunk. This crack penetrated to my very center.
I would soon lose all my moisture, and death was not far away. Sometimes I
awakened early in the morning and felt that I was floating lightly in the
mist. “I” had already vanished, leaving behind only a small handful of
leaves that were neither yellow nor green. Without the water that was
essential to my thinking, all that was left were some inexplicable scraps and
clues. Under the blazing sun, I was muddle-headedly reciting, “Go left, go
right, go into the grotto.” Whenever I recited this, I sensed that the gardener
was hiding somewhere and gesturing to me, but I didn’t know whether he
was inciting me or impeding me.

In the years of suffering and the frightening depravity, the rose garden
was no better than hell to me—because the gardener abandoned me.

2.

I fainted again. This time, it resembled real death: there was no
suffering; in the blink of an eye, I lost consciousness. The last thing I saw
was the gardener walking toward me with a saw in his hand.

But I wasn’t cut down by the saw. After being soaked by a heavy rain, I
discovered that I was still standing in the meadow. I began drinking water:
after being parched and thirsty for so long, I felt that the flavor of water had
changed! It was the spicy hot flavor that I loathed more than anything. What
was happening? Oh, I couldn’t bear it. I’d better not drink it. Still, I couldn’t
suppress my thirst. Without giving it another thought, I drank this spicy
soup that had fallen from the sky. My withered roots began swelling
quickly, and my leaves greened. My peers all around were cheering and



skipping, they were so excited. But I was in unbearable pain as if my whole
body was on fire. If I could move, I would definitely roll around on the
ground, but I was destined to suffer in silence. At the extreme boundary of
pain, I lost consciousness again and again. And again and again, I regained
consciousness. I heard myself talking incoherently in the heat: “I’d rather
die—”

Luckily, the rain ended quite soon. Still in pain, I saw the gardener stop
next to me. He caressed the long crack on my body and began to laugh
eerily. His malicious laughter infuriated me. I was so angry that I trembled
violently, nearly losing consciousness once more. He left quickly and
inspected his plants’ growth after the rainfall. Everyone greeted him with
cheers because rain was a gift from the gods, an unexpected gift. My
response was the only contrary one. I was the only plant in the garden that
wasn’t irrigated. Now my swollen roots and my branches and leaves that
had suddenly consumed so much water disgusted me. Indeed, I felt not only
pain but disgust.

Before dark, the pain finally began to dull, or rather my roots, trunk,
branches, and leaves became numb. Little by little, the sun withdrew into
the hills, and the air was rain-freshened. Now and then, someone passed by
the garden’s gate. Each person was holding a small red flag. Beside me, I
heard the Taiwan grass say that people were going to the hillside where
there would be a party tonight to celebrate. “Because this is the first rainfall
of the year,” the Taiwan grass said in a gratified tone.

In the gradually descending darkness, I was coming to understand
something: in this lifetime, I would never again be relaxed and joyful—
qualities that everyone hoped for. I’d better learn to seize an alternative
happiness in being parched, tense, and tormented. That sort of happiness
was like the gardener’s malicious laughter. If I learned to laugh as he did,
perhaps a vast horizon would unfold before me.

The dryness of the next several days led me back to my previous state,
but my feeling and my reasoning changed a little. I can describe myself as
“composed.” Previously, each time I saw the gardener water the others, I
hated him, but now my feelings for the
gardener changed all at once. I saw many layers of thought in the gardener’s
image: the way he carried the hoe on his back; the way he bent to dig the
earth; the way he carried water buckets on his shoulder poles; the way he
watered the plants; the way he fertilized; the way he spread manure . . . The



more I observed him, the more interesting I felt he was. I believed this
skinny guy possessed many different kinds of witchcraft that he would
practice on me one after the other. All I had to do was wait, and it would
eventually be effective.

This garden wasn’t at all lush. Actually, it was rather bleak. The plants
weren’t arranged in any order; they were placed randomly. It was called a
rose garden, but there were no roses; there were only some azaleas,
chrysanthemums, and jasmine flowers. A few days ago, the gardener
brought in two false acacias and planted them next to me. Then he left. He
still hasn’t watered them. Yellow leaves drooped from them, but they didn’t
complain about the gardener. I knew that all this was just the surface
appearance. What differed from the nursery was that the plants here were
confident they would survive. I had no idea where this confidence came
from: Weren’t they dependent on the gardener’s watering them? What if the
gardener got sick, or had an accident? I discussed this with them, but they
ruled out my hypotheses; they didn’t want to hear them. As for me, I, too,
now felt I would survive. Since I had survived this long without being
watered, I had no reason to think I couldn’t go on this way. Oh, what a
fantastic garden we were! It was hard to figure out whether this was because
of the gardener’s planning or whether it was because of our great effort that
the garden was so extraordinary.

Look, the false acacias’ leaves are dropping in profusion. Unexpectedly,
the more parched they were, the more they perspired. I thought, When they
have sweat out all their fluids, their bodies will be as dry as mine, and then
we’ll speak the same language. They were fantasizing now that they would
become trees that could freely move around. From their bodies, I could see
what the gardener had in mind. As for this rose garden, in fact who was the
owner? You’re sure to answer that it’s the gardener. I used to think this, too,
but recently I changed my mind. After my observations, I now saw that the
gardener’s actions were arbitrary. His line of thinking didn’t come from
premeditation; it was innate. Why didn’t he water the false acacias?
Because in his judgment, false acacias didn’t need to be watered. Why did
he water me at first and then stop? Because he thought I didn’t need water
and could still go on living (this was probably true). After being in the rose
garden so long, I felt the future had become increasingly ambiguous. The
shadows were thick behind the fence: in the dry transparent air, even more
transparent monsters were roaming around. I didn’t need to become a



wandering tree; I only needed to stay here and wait for a certain change to
occur. Change truly did begin.

At nightfall, a bunch of my roots awakened: I thought they had
penetrated to a deep and unfamiliar region. That is, they had grown because
of being watered by the spicy hot rain. Now there was still no water in this
deep layer of soil where my roots were, but the solid earth unexpectedly
imparted a sense of something similar to water. I felt itchy at the ends of my
roots: this was an omen of growth. It was also an omen that something
unexpected was about to occur. I estimated that my roots had penetrated
more than one meter in just a few short days. This could be called “flying.”
It was a miracle. No rain had fallen for days, and yet they were still
growing. Was I accessing another kind of nourishment to substitute for
water? Was the “water of life” that was often spoken of no longer
applicable to me?

Late at night, I heard the gardener’s muffled voice. After his voice faded
away, a tiny cracking disturbance echoed from within my body. The dusty
old leaves on my head and face gave off some green fluorescence. This
disturbance awakened the acacias next to me: they gasped in admiration.
They nearly spoke in unison: “The gardener bestowed such a great favor on
the willow tree!” They had no sooner said this than the entire garden
erupted in excitement. Everyone was talking at once, but their words were
indistinct. Only after listening attentively for a long time could I distinguish
a word: fireworks. They were saying I was setting off fireworks. But all I
had done was to emit a little light. Why were they making such a fuss?

The disturbance inside me quickly calmed down, and I felt hollow. In
fact, I shouldn’t have: Wasn’t I growing, and even emitting light? Wasn’t
the gardener secretly supporting me? But I was still hollow. Perhaps I was
looking forward to emitting light again the next time? Or because I didn’t
understand what was going on? Oh, gardener, gardener, be sure not to give
me water. I racked my brains: I wanted to know what that invisible nutrition
was. The gardener must know. They all envied me: I was the only plant that
emitted light at night; I had gained the gardener’s greatest support.

At daybreak, I was exceptionally hollow. At night, my leaves had nearly
all withered. The trunk was even redder, the crack even deeper. I asked
myself, Will I die today? Aside from thinking, I couldn’t sense any living
movement in myself. I couldn’t even sense my roots. The fence was
illuminated by the first rays of light, and the garden’s silhouette gradually



came into focus. In the air in front of me, a voice was repeatedly saying,
“Who was that? Who was that? . . .” I wanted so much to see exactly who
this voice was coming from. I thought that since “it” could utter sounds, it
must be something real. But no. The voice came from gratuitous vibrations
in the air: it was utterly terrifying!

Carrying water buckets, the gardener appeared at the garden gate. He
stopped and glanced at me: after seeing me trembling, he laughed. It was
that eerie laughter again! He turned to water plants, paying no further
attention to me. The words in the air continued. I heard the Indian azalea
say softly, “Shhh, that’s a bear! A black bear . . .”

Could a black bear speak? Why couldn’t I see it? Was I done for?
“A black bear. How amazing!” the Indian azalea said.
I thought that since she was seeing the amazing thing, and the gardener

had also just confirmed that I was alive, I wouldn’t die. Since I wouldn’t
die, what was I afraid of? So I also said something. “Oh—hey—hey!”

I had shouted three sounds in a row in midair! Ha! My voice came from
this crack. It was surprisingly resonant, crowding out the sound “black
bear”! Now there was no “black bear”; there was only my sound of “Oh—
hey—hey!” vibrating repeatedly in midair. The plants in the rose garden
listened in astonishment. I could still hear the Indian azalea mutter in
amazement, “It’s really a black bear. Who can imagine it?”

Only after a long time did the echo of my voice quiet down. I
remembered the Indian azalea’s words, and I felt renewed terror. Could it be
that I myself was the black bear? In the past, when I was in the nursery,
everyone had heard the terrible bloody tale about the black bears. Back
then, the black bears had consumed all the animals on the opposite
mountain, leaving only themselves. Then they massacred each other . . .
The Indian azalea was the most truthful plant; she had never told a lie. Had
she spoken the truth just now? As she saw it, in the beginning the voice in
midair was mine, and the later one was mine, too. Maybe the gardener had
known for a long time, and I was the only one who didn’t? Too dreadful! So
scary! HELP! . . . I fainted.

I awakened. Of course I wasn’t a black bear. If I were, I would have
eaten the gardener long ago. I wasn’t a tree that could walk, either. My roots
were the only part of me that could move, but they could only grow
downward. Still, I felt foreboding about the gardener. Just now, he had
stared at me again, hadn’t he? He pretended to be bending toward the



wisteria, yet he shot a glance at me. That turbid gaze seemed to be coming
from my forebears. What was he seeing in me? I—a dying willow—a plant
using something whose name I didn’t know to give me the nourishment to
survive, a monster that had fainted and then revived and was struggling at
death’s door: if I had to look at myself, I would surely be unable to see
myself clearly. I conclude that I must look at my image through the
gardener’s eyes. I know that he sees a lot of things when he looks at me, but
I can’t figure out what. When I look at him (we plants use our bodies to
see), his fixed eyes embarrass me. Out of embarrassment, I can’t look at
him very long, and so I have no way of knowing what I look like in his
eyes. The only thing I know is: this person has seen through me all along.
He’s the sort of strange person who can see everything in his surroundings
distinctly.

Oh, I’m so hollow! In this moment, my inner hollowness surprisingly
caused me to tremble. I trembled violently; even my roots were trembling
deep in the earth. What had I come in contact with? Something was down
there! I couldn’t be certain what it was: it was apparently something solid
that didn’t move, and yet it also seemed to be alive and movable. I felt that
my roots were oriented. Right, they spread in the direction of that thing . . .
Did I touch it? No. I hadn’t contacted it, but I was very sure it was down
there. When my roots exerted themselves to spread out and engendered this
confidence, my hollow feeling lightened a little. But I was still trembling
because of the hollowness.

The Indian azalea was still muttering, “It’s really a black bear. Who can
imagine it?”

I found her words exciting, and I couldn’t help but say, “Hey!”
This time, my voice traveled to distant places. I noticed that the plants in

the garden were listening respectfully. They were no longer astonished.
They seemed to be concentrating, and my voice actually lingered a long
time in midair.

When the lingering sound vanished, the plants in the garden all began
whispering. They were saying “black bear.” Maybe they (and the gardener,
too) believed that I was the reincarnation of that savage black bear. But then
why were they so admiring? The gardener brandished his hoe in my
direction. Did he want to destroy me? No, he was helping me by loosening
the soil! It was as if his work were saying: the invisible nutrition in the air
could reach my roots through gaps in the earth.



Just then, I saw that walking plant, our garden’s wisteria. The wisteria
didn’t walk with his own feet, for he had no feet; he clung to the gardener’s
back. He went wherever the gardener went. This was so exciting! A dark
color—nearly black—arose on his body. His roots were swaying on the
gardener’s back; mud was still stuck on it. No matter how much I thought, I
couldn’t figure out how he had flown out of the ground and begun to cling
to the gardener’s back. In general, if we plants break away from the soil, the
only path ahead is death. This is probably why he hadn’t changed into a
walking plant but instead clung to the gardener’s back. He must have
plotted this for a long time. Of all of us, he was the one who was hoping the
most to walk, judging by what he had said in the past. Now he was fulfilling
his wish, even surpassing it. He had become one with the gardener. He had
become the most fortunate guy in the world. I thought that the precondition
for the wisteria attaining his goal was his knowledge that the gardener
would not let him lose his life.

The gardener was rushing around in the garden. The wisteria was
nervously and excitedly clinging to his back and trembling. I inwardly
admired him, but I recognized that I was unlikely to achieve such high-level
treatment. He was a vine; I was a tree. Only vines could cling to people.
Trees had better stay in the ground and figure out another path. The
gardener finally finished what he was doing and reached the place where the
wisteria had been before. He took him off his back and planted him in the
ground again. I heard the wisteria moan contentedly. He must be very proud
of the risk he had taken. But I thought if he had known the result ahead of
time, it surely didn’t count as any great risk. As for me, where was my way
out?

I had no way out. My way out lay in thinking of a way out. It lay in
“thinking” itself. I was still thinking, wasn’t I? I hadn’t yet died, had I? My
roots were twice as long as they were when I first came, weren’t they? This
was the advantage of plants that couldn’t walk! If I had the same skill as the
wisteria, my roots probably wouldn’t run so deep. All right, I’ll stay in this
spot. My future is unpredictable. A greater danger is waiting ahead of me.
The gardener got ready to go back. He turned to look at me and gave me a
knowing smile. He was a person who didn’t know how to smile; he smiled
like a dead person. It was in this way that he achieved a tacit understanding
with me.

Under the ground, that thing pressed against my root again.



THE OUTSIDERS

The temperature dropped after midnight, and the wind picked up. Daisy
snuggled under her quilt; to keep the cold air away, she wrapped her tiny
body tightly in her bedding, her head hidden in the center of the quilt.
Someone was pouring water in the kitchen—back and forth, back and forth
from one container to another. The sound gave her goose bumps.

Ah, the wind! Like kids crying to come in, it kept pushing the door,
causing it to creak and groan. How cold was it outside? Thick ice must be
forming. Yesterday when she worked her way out of the backyard, she saw
ice in the gutter. Ordinarily, the sewage looked terrible, and it stank, but
when it formed ice it turned beautiful—like an icy black beauty. As Daisy
was thinking of these things, the cold sharpened, and it was as if her heart
were stuffed with a ball of ice.

The person in the kitchen shouted, “Daisy! Daisy!” Who was it?
He kept shouting, and Daisy kept answering. But the quilt smothered her

voice. At last, Daisy jumped up. Groping in the dark, she dressed and put
on a pair of boots. She intended to light an oil lamp, but the matches on the
bed stand were wet, maybe because of the snowflakes that had drifted in.
Daisy heard Dad and Mama sleeping soundly. When it snowed, they always
slept well. Who was in the kitchen? No one. It was just the ice that had
formed in the sink. It blinked at her in a sinister way. She looked outside: it
was bright out there. The sky was an inspiring off-white; the wind had
stopped.

She went through the kitchen and out the back door. The snow was deep,
more than halfway up her boots. Each step required great effort. Not daring
to go far, she stood in the backyard. Just then, bird calls came from the sky.
There were five birds—the same off-white color as the sky, but a little
darker. The sky was strangely light. They kept circling over her head, now
higher, now lower. It was as though something had attracted them, and also
as though they couldn’t find a place to alight. Their sorrowful sound was
something Daisy had never heard.



It was so cold that the branches on the willow trees had turned into
popsicles and were resentfully flashing their fluorescence. Daisy was
curious: Would she be frozen if she stayed in the backyard a long time? She
withdrew cautiously to the doorstep. A bird dropped to the earth right in
front of her. Daisy bent to pick it up, but it soared away. She tried again,
and this time she got hold of it. But what she grasped wasn’t the bird; it was
snow. She stood there holding the snow, thinking to herself, This isn’t a
dream. She took another look: the other four “snow birds” had stopped not
far from her and were looking at her curiously. They weren’t an off-white
color, but a bright silver that stood out in the shadows of the wall.

“Daisy! Daisy!” That unknown voice called again from the kitchen.
Once again, she heard the chilly sound of water being poured back and

forth between containers.
She glanced past the wall into the distance: a river was there. The surface

of the river water was also light, fusing with the light of the sky, and river
and sky were indistinguishable. The river water was probably frozen. Now
except for the voice in the kitchen calling her every so often, it was
curiously quiet all around. Daisy motioned the birds away. She jumped on
the stairs to frighten them, but the birds didn’t respond.

Daisy didn’t want to go back to the house. When her gaze stopped at the
river, she recalled crossing it with her brother. The ice was so slippery that
they had slid back and forth on it, playing wildly. And then her brother had
made his way into an ice cave. She saw him go in and knew it wasn’t an
accident. At that time, it was as quiet as it was now all around. And the sky
was dazzling. She remembered it all so well.

“She got up so early. This child has too much on her mind.”
It was Dad speaking. Daisy’s nose was already numb from cold. She

went back to the kitchen. How odd: her dad wasn’t in the kitchen. She heard
snoring from the bedroom over there; he was still sound asleep. Who was
impersonating Dad? Daisy was amused.

Mama got up and came to the kitchen to cook breakfast.
Daisy took off her boots and helped Mama start the fire. She warmed up

quickly.
“Mama, last night someone was making a disturbance in the kitchen,”

she said.
“That’s okay. Your grandpa used to live here.”
As Daisy watched the flames, her heart constricted.



It was a snowy morning. Dad and Mama went to the river to see relatives.
Daisy stayed at home, a little bored. She was also tired of looking out at the
snow covering earth and sky. She embroidered for a while, and then put her
embroidery away and sighed. A thought came to her: she would go and
look at the tombs. She didn’t like going to that kind of place. Every spring
on the grave-sweeping holiday, she avoided going there with her parents.
She was afraid. Now she was fourteen years old, so naturally she was no
longer afraid. Still, for some reason she had never gone.

She walked through two villages and came to a third. The tombs were a
kilometer and a half past the third village. This village was called Mosquito
Village. The name reminded her of the mosquitoes buzzing everywhere in
the summer. No one was in the village. The door to each home was closed.
Not even a dog showed up. Taking a closer look, she saw a layer of snow on
the flagstones in front of each house. Was this village uninhabited? Or was
everyone hiding inside and not coming out? Stifled sounds came from some
houses. Dogs. They were suffering terribly.

A dark-faced boy who looked like a leopard was fishing in a hollow at
one end of the village. Thick ice had formed on that hollow.

“Where are you heading?” he asked fiercely as he raised his unruly
eyebrows.

“I’m going to look at the tombs.”
“You’ll die. You’ll never come back from there. You’ll freeze to death.”
“Blah-blah-blah. How could that be?”
“This summer, Qibao went by himself and never came out. At least three

people have to go in together, so that if something happens, someone can
come back to report it.”

“Are there zombies out there?”
“Bah! No, not that kind of thing. You’re still going, aren’t you?”
His expression became earnest, as if he was afraid that Daisy would give

up her plan.
And so Daisy walked into that endless expanse of white. At first she

could still hear the muffled whimpers of dogs. And then all was silent.
Looking down, she saw her footsteps in the snow. Then, a little scared,

she turned around and looked again. She saw that in fact she hadn’t left any
footprints in the snow. Daisy stood there indecisively. She wanted to go
back to Mosquito Village, but Mosquito Village had disappeared and she



couldn’t remember how to get there. Luckily, the snow had stopped, and the
sky was clean and fresh. The tombs in the distance were like packages of
white steamed bread. There was no end to them! How could so many
people be buried here? Did outsiders also choose this place for their graves?
Daisy recalled what the boy had said: she was afraid of going in and being
unable to get out. She also feared freezing to death. She thought the boy had
purposely made her come here. Oh, what an evil boy!

She finally reached the tombs. All of them were exactly alike. Which one
was her brother’s? She stopped thinking about it. Silence was everywhere.
She would like to hear a voice, but there was none.

All of a sudden, she saw a plump little animal crouching on the massive
tombstone to her right. It was pale red, and its skin was so thin that it was
transparent. Its legs and feet were weak, quivering as they tried to support
its disproportionately large body. Its head was wrinkled, sort of like an old
man’s. She was attracted to this little creature and no longer felt terrified.
What species of animal was this homeless little thing? A rat or a frog?
Maybe it had a home in a certain tomb and it had come out for a walk and a
breath of fresh air.

Daisy mustered her nerve to pet it. Its skin was warm, like satin. It was
indifferent, staring at her through half-open eyes. For some reason, the
expression in its eyes made Daisy think of Dad. Dad was so lonely. This
summer, he had deliberately fallen asleep in the backyard, letting the
mosquitoes bite him. He had even told Daisy to take the mosquito repellent
away. After midnight, she heard him singing army songs.

Maybe it was a rat, but why did it have no tail? Rats were high on the list
of animals she liked. She had dreamed of living in the oldest house in one
end of the village. Rat holes were everywhere inside the house and outside
the house. These little creatures were always busy with something. Daisy
wanted to hear it make a noise, but it didn’t utter any sound. It seemed
afraid of the cold; it should go back into its hole.

She was a little cold. She needed to move around to warm up. As she
was thinking this, she saw a road. It forked away from the tombs, leading to
an open area. Daisy ran a few steps and then turned around to look at the
little thing again. Then she ran into the distance, her mind all at once empty.
The space between sky and earth had become very light, and Daisy
narrowed her eyes. She didn’t feel very good. She stopped and turned
around. She wanted to run back to the tomb where the little thing was. She



ran and ran, but never saw the tombs. It seemed she had lost her way at the
fork of the road. Not only did she not see the tombs, but Mosquito Village
had also disappeared. Daisy began to worry. Where was she? In her
memory, this should be a place with many watery depressions, with some
hills rising beyond them. Perhaps the watery depressions had now been
frozen over, but she didn’t see any hills, either. This was simply a clearing.
Daisy had never seen such a large clearing; it was even larger than the
cemetery she had just passed. The word plains was not in her vocabulary.
The sky was abnormally light, and her eyes hurt. There was no way to
observe places a little farther away. Just then, a wisp of smoke curled up
before her.

She ran toward the smoke. It appeared to be quite close, but it was a long
time before a girl’s profile gradually came into focus. She was a girl much
like Daisy, wearing yellow clothes and burning hell money for her
ancestors. The snow had melted on the large clearing all around her. A pile
of not yet burned hell money still lay on the ground.

“Hey! Hello! Can you tell me if there’s a village near here?” Daisy
asked.

“Are you asking if there’s a cemetery? I can tell you; there isn’t.”
Concentrating on the fire, she didn’t bother to look at Daisy.
Daisy thought, What a strong-minded person! Daisy thought that if she

followed her she would come to an inhabited place, but it seemed the girl
wasn’t leaving any time soon. Daisy squatted down and watched the fire
with her. The girl didn’t appear to be happy with Daisy, and she moved to
keep her distance from her. After a while, she couldn’t stand it any longer
and said to Daisy, “If you think you’ll be able to get home today, you’ve
miscalculated.”

“Then, where’s your home?”
“Hunh.”
“Do you live with the little mouse?”
“How did you know? Huh?”
She was staring at Daisy in amazement.
“I saw it!” Daisy said, thrilled. “It’s so cute! Take me over there, take me

there, okay? What’s your name?”
All of a sudden, the girl prodded the hell money with a bamboo stick,

and the burning pieces of paper flew toward Daisy’s face. Daisy’s face hurt
from the heat. She covered her face with her sleeve and retreated.



She smelled a strange odor. When she stood still and looked all around,
the little girl had already run off. The hell money on the ground was
scattered all over. Some of it was still burning; most of it had been
extinguished. A stink began rising from the hell money. The sky was still so
light that she couldn’t see anything even a little way away. Daisy was
puzzled: where on earth did the girl live? How could she have disappeared
so quickly without a trace? Suddenly she was ashamed of her timidity. She
thought, Why couldn’t I also run into the snowy area as the girl did? Why
should I be afraid of getting lost? Anyhow, hadn’t she been lost all along?
The moment she was going to run off, she saw the little animal squatting
there. Was it the same one? Before she could see it clearly, it took off
toward the snow. It ran fast on its thin legs, so she couldn’t catch up with it.
But it hadn’t run far. Daisy saw it go into a ditch: there had been a wide
earthen ditch here all along.

Daisy squatted beside the ditch and looked down. Besides the footprints
of the little creature that had been left there just now, the snow-filled ditch
unexpectedly contained human footprints. They must be the girl’s. But the
ditch didn’t go anywhere. Glancing down from above, she saw that it was
just a short ditch dug out manually. Where had the girl and the “rat” gone?
The girl and “rat” were actually living somewhere in the open country! This
idea was exciting. She left the ditch and strolled ahead.

She didn’t know how long she walked. The light faded, and the shadows
of hills appeared faintly ahead of her. Mosquito Village must be below the
hills, but why did it seem as far away as the horizon? Furthermore, Daisy
could not see the footprints she had left in the snow. How strange: the girl
just now had left footprints. Even the “rat” had left footprints! She jumped
up and down a few times, but left no impressions in the snow she stamped
on. She remembered that the same thing had occurred eight years ago. Later
she had forgotten the incident, not remembering it until now. That time,
their family of four had walked along the river on the snowy land. They
were going to Auntie’s home. Daisy had looked back and had seen that she
was the only one who had left no footprints in the snow. She tugged at
Dad’s clothing and asked about this. In a bad humor, he said, “Children
shouldn’t always be looking all around.” At the time, she felt that this was a
serious matter, and she was shaking from fright. Even after they reached
Auntie’s house, she continued shaking. She suspected that she was suffering



from a fatal disease and that she wouldn’t live much longer, and that her
parents knew this but somehow they hadn’t told her.

It would soon be dark. At last, she reached Mosquito Village. To her
surprise, Daisy saw her father standing at the entrance to somebody’s home.
He was eating corn on the cob.

“Dad!!” Daisy was crying as she rushed toward him.
“You’ve come back—that’s good, that’s good,” Mama said as she

emerged from the house.
The three of them went home in silence. No one talked the whole way.

It was dark before they ate dinner.
“Daisy, how come I always see a butterfly on your right cheek?” Mama

asked.
Daisy looked by the light of the kerosene lamp and saw a butterfly. It

was black, clinging to the lamp chimney. She rubbed her cheek, and felt
quite uncomfortable.

“You can’t imagine,” she said to Mama, “that place is truly another
world.”

“I probably cannot imagine. I’m old,” Mama said despondently.
Daisy was exhausted and fell asleep right away. But she woke up later,

perhaps because of the water noise that person made in the kitchen. “Daisy,
Daisy!” he shouted at her.

Daisy was tired, and her whole body hurt, but she felt excited.
The one who had called her was the boy from Mosquito Village. He was

standing outside the kitchen, his face pressed against the window. Daisy
walked over and opened the door.

“Look!” He pointed at the sky.
That kind of bird was filling the sky. Two were flying low, sweeping past

in front of him, their feathers brushing his face. He burst out with “Aiya!”
“Does it hurt?” Daisy asked him.
“Sure it does. Their bodies are copper, their wings iron.”
“So strange. But only yesterday, they were still snowflakes. I captured

one of them . . .”
“You’re lying!” He said sternly, “How could you capture them?

Impossible! This kind of bird comes out only on snowy days. No one can
capture them.”



Daisy noticed that he was standing barefoot in the snow, and she
couldn’t help but admire him. She motioned him into the kitchen to warm
himself by the fire. He thought it over carefully before saying, “Okay.”

They went into the kitchen. Daisy had just closed the door when they
heard the birds bumping into the door, making da, da, da sounds. The door
started to shake.

“See. I told you they had copper bodies and iron wings.”
Daisy lit the firewood in the stove. She saw the boy’s face gradually

grow thinner in the firelight. Her heart thumped. She struggled hard, and
said in a small mosquito-like voice, “You’re a lot like my brother. Tell me
about Mosquito Village.”

“I can’t speak of Mosquito Village things to outsiders.”
Daisy sighed. She turned the flame up. She looked again: a black

butterfly as large as a bat was resting in midair—that was where his face
should be. And his hands were scratching at the ground, making a heap of
earth scraps.

“What are you doing?” she asked him in amazement. Inwardly, she was
scared.

“The thing you ran into in the cemetery—it’s my friend! Now do you get
it?” He shrieked, “Look at how sharp my claws are—That comes with
practice!”

“Ah! Ah!” Daisy sighed lightly.
“That place belongs to us. It’s always like that on snowy days. You saw

that. I squat with it in the cemetery. You don’t appreciate the place, so why
on earth did you go there?” He made a gnawing sound with his teeth.

The fire had not gone out yet when he left. Daisy supposed he was loath
to spend time with her. She stuck her head out the door and saw the silvery
white sky. All was quiet in the world. Not even the willow branches
murmured. They were drooping in silence.

“Daisy! Daisy!” Mama shouted as she walked in. “Who was here?”
Mama pointed with the tip of her toe at the small hole scratched out of

the ground.
“Someone from Mosquito Village,” Daisy said softly.
“I see. It’s been so many years, and yet their descendants still haven’t

dropped the idea!”
“Who?”



“Those outsiders. Back then, you were still little. Your dad went to
Mosquito Village for a short-term job, and got acquainted with them . . .
Oh, why should I tell you this? It’s all in the past. Forget what I said.”

She put the pot on the stove, getting ready to steam rice.
“I’m sleepy, Mama,” Daisy said.
“Of course you are. You haven’t slept well since you came back from

there. Go to sleep.”
Daisy went back to her room and lay down, but she couldn’t sleep. She

was agitated, so she hurriedly dressed, put on boots, and went outside. She
was in a daze, and only heard her father say from behind, “Daisy, ah, Daisy,
where are you going?”

As she passed the wide-open door, she kicked over a small bench
without realizing it. She walked straight out of the backyard and came to
the highway. She was so sleepy, but why hadn’t she been able to sleep?
Later, she leaned against a large willow tree and dozed. In a dream lasting
only two or three minutes, she saw a flock of silvery white birds plunge
down like shadows sweeping over from midair. All of a sudden, the ground
was covered with dead birds. And then, the “rat” emerged from the heap of
bodies. She awakened with a start and returned to the backyard. Mama was
just saying to Dad, “It’s those outsiders . . .”

“Daisy, are you okay now?” Dad asked sternly.
“I’m terribly sleepy. It’s so light over there, and I couldn’t sleep . . . ,”

she said vaguely.
“Did you get a good look, Daisy? What I saw was merely a dark blur.

The moon had risen, but it didn’t light up anything. What were you looking
for in the house?”

“A rat. Let me rest my head on the table and take a nap.”
She closed her eyes and still didn’t fall asleep. She was dispirited, yet

also excited. Indistinctly, she heard her mother calling her in the kitchen.
“Daisy, Daisy, it’s here!”
Daisy sprang up and dashed to the kitchen.
“Where? Where?” she asked.
Mama pointed with the tip of her foot to a newly shaved-out little hole.
“It ran out quickly,” Mama said dejectedly. “Just like a bullet! Snowfall

is good for this kind of animal. They can sneak off in the snow in the blink
of an eye, and leave no trace.”

“Was it the kind with thin legs?” Daisy asked.



“Yes. They’re the outsiders’ pets. They eat the outsiders’ corpses until
only the skeletons remain.”

“It’s so light out . . . ,” Daisy said, yawning.
“As light as a mirror!” Mama took over the topic excitedly. “Snow fell

again just now. That boy from Mosquito Village circled our house many
times. As he walked, from time to time he bent over and buried something
in the snow. He stared at our house. I could see that he was the child of
those outsiders!”

“What’s wrong with the outsiders’ children?”
“Why don’t you believe me, Daisy? It isn’t good for you.”
“What’s the matter with the outsiders’ children?” Daisy doggedly raised

the same question.
“Outsiders have no homes. They wander around all night in the

wilderness.”
“I see. Mama, are they like those rats?”
“You’re a bright child, Daisy.”
“I’m terribly sleepy.”
At last, Daisy fell asleep.

In her dreams, many people called her. She heard them all. She wanted to
answer, but couldn’t make a sound. Dad called her to breakfast, Mama
called her to lunch, Auntie called her to dinner, the boy from Mosquito
Village called her to go fishing, Little Wan asked if she could borrow some
thread for embroidery.

She ran about in the villages that she frequently dreamed of. She knew
that she had never been to these villages, but the moment she fell asleep,
they entered her dreams. The villages were covered by snow, and the huge
weeping willow branches were swathed in ice. The sky darkened. No one
was visible in the entire region. Her steps were light, too light to be real.
She stopped for an instant and touched a willow branch. A thought flashed
through her mind: It’s going to be dark soon. The popsicle-like branches
caused her to tremble, and she let go of the branch. She occupied herself for
a while under the tree, scraping away at the snow until muddy earth was
revealed. She made a mark, intending to return the next day.

It was the next morning when she smelled smoke and suddenly woke up.
She saw Mama’s face above her. Mama was smiling as she watched her.



“Yesterday, your dad and I went to that home again.”
“What home?”
“The one in Mosquito Village. He told your dad that because you had

discovered their secret, the villagers had all moved away. Now his family is
the only one left there. How did you happen upon such a place?”

“So you and Dad have known about this place for a long time?”
“Yes. Your dad was a short-term laborer there for years. Sometimes he

stayed overnight. He went there with the Mosquito villagers at night. But
each time he lost his courage on the way and returned by himself. He has
regretted this for years. He felt disgraced.”

“Have all of them moved? Is that one family still there?”
“Now that family has also left. Naturally, the rat still lives there.”
“Oh, my poor dad,” Daisy sighed.
At breakfast, she didn’t dare look at Dad. She ate with her head down.
When she finished and looked up, she realized Dad had already left the

table.
“Your dad decided to go out by himself. Staying at home in such snowy

weather makes him uneasy.”
“Where did he go?”
“The place where you went,” Mama said with a smile.
Daisy jumped up, rushed to her room and put on boots, and then chased

after him.
Dad had reached the other end of the village. His silhouette was a tiny

black dot.
“Dad! DAD!” she shouted through tears.
Dad stopped and waited for her.
“Why are you crying? Why are you crying?” he asked absentmindedly.
“Where are you going?”
“Mosquito Village.”
He shrugged his shoulders. Daisy walked in silence with him.
When they reached Mosquito Village’s tall old willow tree, Dad

suddenly said, “Daisy, do you still remember the road you took?”
“Road? I didn’t pay any attention. I was just walking. Everywhere,

everything was white . . . Let me think. Oh yes—smoke! Someone was
burning hell money.”

“You have a good memory. It’s helpful.”



While they were talking, they came to a courtyard. Last time, Dad had
stood at this door eating corn on the cob. But now the doors and windows
were tightly closed. No one was here. The odd thing was that under the
eaves were two benches. “Someone knew we would be coming,” Dad said
as he sat down.

“Who?” Daisy sat down, too.
“I don’t know. But this is the way things always are in Mosquito Village.

The moment you enter this village, you’re being watched. This time,
they’re all gone. Even this family has left.”

“But you say that someone is watching us. Who’s watching now?”
Dad didn’t reply. He was listening closely. Daisy pricked up her ears.

But she quickly wearied of listening, because there was nothing to hear
except for the monotonous sound of the wind.

Daisy stood up; she wanted to look all around. When she walked to the
wall, she saw the boy. He was running south, leaping like a goat.

“Hey, hey!” Daisy shouted.
The wind broke her voice up. The boy didn’t hear her. She turned around

to look; her father was no longer under the eaves of the house. He was
walking to the back. Daisy followed him, an ominous premonition rising in
her mind. She saw a beam of white light shining on the dog shed behind the
house.

The dog shed was large. Two old dogs were inside. One was missing its
right ear. They snuggled up to each other, fearfully watching the two
people. They were shaking.

“They’re cold,” Daisy said. She thought she was going to cry.
As Daisy and Dad crouched at the door of the dog shed, the wind

gradually strengthened. The dog shed shook, as if it would be blown away.
The whirlwind carried snowflakes with it; they struck Daisy and her father.
In a second, everything was dark.

“Dad, let’s get out of here! Let’s go! Now!”
Just as they dodged aside, a huge pile of snow slammed onto the dog

shed. The shed collapsed. The two old dogs didn’t run away. Without
uttering a bark, they were buried under the snow. Daisy kept asking herself,
“What just happened?”

“Let’s go back,” Dad said.
“It’s better to stay beneath the eaves, Dad. The wind is too strong. We

can’t see anything. Something could go wrong.”



As Daisy implored him, Dad, to her surprise, started laughing.
“You worry too much. What could go wrong?”
They walked into the gale. Sometimes the snow blown by the whirlwind

toppled them, and they were almost buried. Daisy and Dad did all they
could to dig out of the snow and extricate themselves. They walked and
stopped, walked and stopped. Daisy’s face was so frozen that it was numb.
She couldn’t see anything. She just followed Dad. Only one thought
remained in her confused brain: “That boy actually can live in the
wilderness in such snowy weather . . .”

“They’re outsiders!” By the time Dad said this, they were home again.
“Outsiders aren’t the same as us. If they want to leave, they just leave. If
they want to stay, they just stay.”

“Then what about the dogs?” Fear showed in Mama’s eyes.
“They should be all right,” Dad asserted.
Daisy remembered the expression in the eyes of the old dog that was

missing an ear, and she twisted uneasily in her chair. The people had gone,
but they’d left the dogs behind; they must have hearts of steel. Someone
whispered to Daisy, “It’s because you discovered us that we moved away . .
.” She was stunned, and shifted her gaze to her dad. Dad was smoking: the
smoke he exhaled formed a white mushroom cloud that covered his face.

After tidying the kitchen, Daisy went back to her bedroom. The bedroom
was small, with a narrow window facing the backyard. Daisy walked to the
window. She simply couldn’t believe her eyes.

The boy was sitting on a pile of snow. He was naked, resting his head on
one hand as if asleep. He must have been exhausted from running.

Some people were entering from the gate in the backyard: their faces
were familiar. They were all squinting at the dazzling white sky. Daisy
heard them enter the house with slow, heavy steps. The building creaked
with each step they took. Daisy fancied that they were old elephants
emerging from the forest.

Mama stood at the door and said to Daisy, “The outsiders have arrived.”



THE QUEEN

1.

People in Wang Village had a great hobby—watching the queen walk
along the flagstone roads through their village. The queen was returning to
her home, a deserted wilderness north of the plains. That rather large
wooden house had been built when the old king was young. After years of
being battered by wind and rain, the wood had darkened, but it hadn’t yet
rotted. It was still strong. The old king and his queen had long since died;
the elders in the village could still dimly remember them. After the old king
and his queen died, the Wang villagers quite naturally began calling the
couple’s only child Queen. No one knew how old she was—a person’s age
was the last thing that the villagers cared about. Their impression was that
the queen wasn’t yet old, nor was she young. It was best to say she was
ageless. Everyone knew the queen was arrogant, for she lived alone in an
old house in the wilderness, unwilling to move to the village. If she had
wished to move to the village everyone would have welcomed her. She
lived in the old house. Every day she went to the market to buy groceries
and incidentals. She drew water with a wooden bucket from the well at the
gate of her house. A mischievous boy from Wang Village called the queen a
drone to her face. He was later twig-whipped fiercely by his parents, who
were deeply ashamed of his ill-bred behavior. But he was only a little kid:
he would learn from this lesson and grow up. The villagers thought that
each person should understand the hidden meaning in the word queen and
behave accordingly.

What did the queen think of the villagers? Hard to say. Everyone knew
she was amiable and polite. She greeted people when she saw them, and she
was happy to help others (this seldom happened, though, because she
lacked opportunities to help). Yet when she went through the village, she
never stopped to chat with the people she encountered. She apparently was
always busy, and her thoughts were elsewhere. One could see this from the
vague expression in her eyes. The queen had never locked her door. One



day, unable to contain his curiosity, a young man slipped into her spacious
living room. At the time, the queen was at the market. What happened after
that? Nothing. The young man stayed in the house fewer than five minutes
and then came out, his face deathly pale. The villagers said, “This is the
boundary that the queen has set. How can someone simply walk into the
queen’s residence of his own accord?” This young man had to suffer the
consequences.

The villagers certainly didn’t know what the queen was thinking, much
less what she thought of them, but they had been born with a strict sense of
propriety. This led them to maintain a respectful distance from the queen.
Perhaps this awareness arose from communication between the two sides?
Or perhaps from certain age-old regulations for interpersonal relationships?
The young man later told people that the queen’s home was spotless.
Hanging on one wall was the old king’s crown. Although the furniture and
utensils were old, they twinkled with an imposing radiance in the
gloominess. The king’s throne was on the living-room carpet. In the dining
room, an enormous coal lamp sat on the long table. As soon as he entered,
he felt he was suffocating. In a few short minutes, he thought he would soon
faint. And so he groped his way out. “So scary. Scary,” he said. Although
the villagers had not burst recklessly into the queen’s home, as he had, they
nodded in unison upon hearing his vague narrative: in their imagination, the
queen’s home was just like this. The queen seemed to be hardworking—at
daybreak, someone had seen her draw water from the well; someone else
had seen her carrying a lantern at midnight looking for herbs in the
wilderness. The villagers inferred that she must be working to maintain the
tidiness of the “imperial palace,” and of course she also cooked her own
meals. On windy days, ash and sand blew in, so the rooms had to be swept
every day. Keeping the house spotless was no easy task. Speaking of
cooking, the villagers thought that the queen was probably careful about
what she ate. They guessed this because she looked spirited and energetic,
and because she loved to buy food. Sharp-eyed people noticed that her
favorite foods were mushrooms, celery, wild boar, mustard greens, and
roasted peanuts. People said admiringly, “What simple preferences!” She
apparently valued the flavor as well as nutrition. Good smells always
wafted from her kitchen. The villagers wanted the queen to eat well and rest
well. They loved her cleaning and her skills in the kitchen. They thought
these were the source of their fascination with her charm. As for the queen



herself, of course she ate well every day and rested well. And she did like
cleaning and cooking, but not in order to be fascinating. Then for what?
This is a riddle.

As for time, the queen had two contradictory attitudes: one was
extremely befuddled—she couldn’t figure out which day it was. Was it
Tuesday or Thursday? Was it the third day of the month or the eighth day?
Sometimes she got the month wrong. The other was extremely meticulous.
For example, what would she do at particular hours of the day? And for
how long? How would she schedule her activities over the next seven days?
How often would she go away each month? She had to abide meticulously
by her own regulations. She connected her daily activities like notes in a
melody, and she would say rather contentedly, “Look at me—like a fish in
water.” The villagers didn’t care (perhaps they didn’t know) about her
confusion over time, but they appreciated her strictness with time. They
thought this was noble. When the market was about to close, they gathered
on both sides of the road. They would look at their watches and say, “The
queen will arrive in eight minutes.” “Still seven more minutes . . .” “Four
more minutes . . . ,” and so forth. This was the moment they waited for
excitedly. It was a stately moment. The queen arrived and greeted the
villagers. She walked like the wind and soon disappeared from their sight.
She had to hurry home to peel potatoes, shuck broad beans, and light the
fire to cook her meal. After eating, clearing the table, and tidying the
kitchen, she had to sit down and write her daily work diary.

The “work diary” was actually simply a record of her day’s activities, as
well as some accounts. Writing her work diary gave the queen her greatest
joy and satisfaction. Afterward, she felt relaxed and reinvigorated. Because
this activity was so absorbing, the queen sometimes deliberately broke
away from her writing and stood outside for a while and looked at the sky.
Then she returned to her desk and continued with her record and her
accounts. Once when she was looking at the sky, a little black bird fell onto
her shoe, pecked at her shoelace, and flew away. In that split second, she
felt overwhelmed by this great favor. As she deliberately prolonged her
happiness, heaven once more generously gave her greater happiness. The
contradictory thing was that her palace had no calendar; she had never
bought one in the market. She had a radio; with it, she received messages
from the world. This little box could tell the queen the date and the year.
The queen would listen half-heartedly. After a few minutes, she would



forget it all. Perhaps she had too much to fill her time, and she was too busy
to pay attention to extraneous things. After writing in her diary, she had to
sweep the carpet—such a pleasurable activity. Cleaning the coal lamp was
enjoyable, too. Each time, she polished its glass cover until it reflected her
face as clearly as a mirror. She looked into the glass cover and said softly,
“I’m getting old . . .” She felt an inner joy that was incomprehensible to
others. Why was she happy about growing old? Because it meant she was
becoming more and more experienced and determined. It also meant that
she was drawing closer and closer to her parents, the old king and queen.

People believed that the old king was originally from Wang Village.
Someone even said that he used to be a knife sharpener. Later, he increased
the distance between the villagers and himself by building a big house in
the wilderness and calling himself king. He married a young woman from
another place. Folks said that the couple went away for half a year and
came back rich. But the villagers didn’t know how they had done this. In
fact, no one cared how they became rich. Everyone deeply venerated the
old king. “He’s our king.” People were often near tears when they said this.
Their faith was not inspired by any oracle; it came from their innermost
beings. And because of this simple feeling, when the old king and his queen
died in quick succession, everyone quite naturally called their daughter
queen. This queen was much like her father! Although she lacked her
father’s skill at sharpening kitchen knives, in her imposing manner and with
her omniscient vision she proved even more a monarch than her father. A
queen who kept the palace neat and tidy, who was unruffled in everything
she did, who strove for self-improvement was surely worthy of the
villagers’ veneration. Someone noted that they revered her more than they
had the old king! It was only because of this queen that this transcendental
palace also carried a sense of the mundane. Anyone walking past the
wooden house could tell what the queen was eating that day. The aroma of
the food made the villagers hungry. They couldn’t imagine what the palace
would be like if the queen were not there. The queen should live in the
palace forever. Was this the difference between her and the old king? The
villagers didn’t want to probe this question. They venerated their queen,
loved their queen (of course, she was their queen!): this was enough. Hey!
Just look at the queen’s nimble footsteps: Wasn’t it like flying?

A lad named Drum ran into the queen at night in the “desert.” Drum had
gone out because he had a splitting headache. The desert was made of



crushed rock; no plants grew anywhere for several miles around it. Yet
under the moonlight late at night it looked beautiful—a stretch of glistening
silver light. Drum thumped his head desperately and walked in the desert.
Suddenly he saw the queen. Dressed in white, the queen was like a floating
immortal. He was at least two hundred meters away from her. On a night
like this, Drum hallucinated that he had come to the moon. He forgot his
headache. He wanted to catch up with the queen and talk with her. This was
a rare opportunity. He picked up his pace, but for some reason he couldn’t
catch up with the queen. Finally, he began running, but he still trailed
behind her. The queen was also running, her white skirt blowing in the
wind, moving like a sail. “Hey, hey—” Drum shouted, as he ran faster and
faster. But the queen ran even faster, and soon disappeared without a trace.
Drum stopped and looked blankly all around. There was now only a stretch
of silver light. Where could the queen have gone? Could she have dug her
way into the ground? Drum finally realized that his headache was gone. He
excitedly thought back to the scene just now and was reluctant to leave the
gravel that glittered like diamonds. He vowed silently, I have to come back
here again tomorrow night.

The next night, he had no headache; as soon as his parents fell asleep, he
slipped out of the house. There was no moonlight. He walked a long time,
trusting to his memory to find that desert. He stood beside the desert. It was
dark all around. Rarely seen, such desolation was simply terrifying. He
wasn’t a coward, but he didn’t want to stay here long. Without the queen,
the desert was hell. The walk home was endless. Even though he walked
fast, when he got home it was already light. He remembered that someone
wearing a conical hat on the road had asked, “Did you have good luck?” He
had hurriedly answered, “It seems so . . .” It was dark at the time, and he
hadn’t gotten a good look at the person. Drum didn’t give up; later, he went
back to the desert several times. But each time it was dark; he missed the
silvery moonlight night.

He told his Uncle Mi about his experience. Uncle Mi was silent for a
while and then said, “Don’t go there.” “Why?” Drum asked. “Because you
yourself don’t want to go. Besides, the queen occupies your heart, doesn’t
she? Drum, you must improve yourself!” Drum was grateful to Uncle Mi.
Even after many years had passed, Drum still remembered that night
vividly. In the daytime, he went to the desert, where he picked up some
stones and brought them back. The stones were dull, not a bit shiny. But



Drum liked these stones; he rubbed them with his hands and told them what
had happened that night.

After some of the elderly villagers heard about Drum’s experience, they
discussed it in private. But they didn’t want to make their comments public.
Smiling, they said to Drum, “You were lucky, Drum. That evening, the
queen was hurrying to rendezvous with her parents.” “How do you know?”
Drum asked in amazement. “We always know a little about this kind of
thing ahead of time.” The elders were concerned for the queen and also
happy for her. After all, she was having a reunion with her family. But to
waste her strength like this at night: Would this harm her health? Early the
next morning, she appeared again beside the well. These old people had
heard their elders say that the old king and his queen were buried “on the
other side” of the desert—a place that they themselves had chosen. But no
one knew exactly where on the other side of the desert. Apart from the
queen, no one had gone there. It must be remote, a place with many acacia
trees. After Drum told the villagers his news, they watched the queen even
more closely for the next few days. In those few days, the queen seemed
even more spirited, and she played old records in the palace. These were
marches. It seemed that the old king’s vitality motivated the queen, and she
was vigorous as she put the palace in order. In Wang Village, there was no
larger or more stately place than the palace. It was the villagers’ spiritual
sustenance. Even shepherd children were always looking toward this place
on the plains.

During that extraordinary night, the queen didn’t sleep. After she
returned from “the other side” of the desert, she washed her face with well
water and then sat down at her desk and began writing her work diary. Her
record was cryptic. For example: “three stones,” “one ditch,” “nursery
rhymes,” “sending a signal,” and so forth. You could guess the meaning of
some others. For example: “one kilometer in ten minutes,” “five kilometers
in half an hour,” and so on. They probably indicated how fast she walked
that day. She was very engrossed in writing her work diary. Her cheeks
were rosy and her eyes shining like a teenage girl’s. After she finished
writing in her diary, she paced for five minutes in her room and recalled the
boy named Drum. She seemed to know why he had run to the desert. She
wondered, What would his future be like? Would those diamonds that
disappeared shatter his life someday or might they change into a Rubik’s
Cube in his hands? She wasn’t at all worried about him. His pursuit had



made clear his determination. Then the queen turned to thinking about the
reality of the palace—swallows were nesting in the eaves for the first time.
This was inspiring.

2.

Ever since the young man had burst into the queen’s home several years
earlier and been so scared by the atmosphere that he ran out, no one had
ever tried it again. Everyone felt that it would be an offense. However,
something strange occurred. A little girl named Zhu Zhu went to the market
with her mama. The careless mama had no idea how she lost Zhu Zhu in the
crowded market. Zhu Zhu waited for a long time next to a load of potatoes,
and still didn’t see her mama. And so she decided to go home alone. She
thought she knew the way. But the farther she walked, the less familiar the
scenery was. She didn’t stop until she reached a large wooden house. She
thought she’d better go in and ask someone how to get to Wang Village.

She went in, but no one was there. In high spirits, Zhu Zhu climbed onto
the dining room table and fiddled with the coal lamp for a long time. Then
she looked around the living room. She thought the two portraits and the
crown on the wall were not very attractive, and the three porcelain vases
were too large. Just then, she noticed a small staircase concealed behind a
large cupboard. When Zhu Zhu tiptoed up the stairs, she heard her heart
palpitate. Would people think she was a thief? If they caught her, she would
say she was looking for her mama. But would they believe her? She
reached the second story. It was unlike the spacious first floor, which had
numerous rooms. The second floor had only one room, which was open and
dark. Next to the room was an almost vertical narrow staircase. Zhu Zhu
entered the room and heard a woman ask, “Little girl, how did you come up
here?”

“I don’t remember. I’m looking for my mama . . . ,” Zhu Zhu answered
frantically.

“You don’t make a point of remembering the way you took? That’s not a
good habit.” The woman seemed unhappy.

“I can change, I promise. Now I do remember. I came up from the other
staircase on the side. Now may I go down?”

“No. You can’t go back now. Come over here.”



Zhu Zhu tried taking a step ahead. She stepped on the woman’s foot.
Horrified, she started crying.

The woman picked Zhu Zhu up and set her on her knee. She said, “Don’t
cry. See how brave our Zhu Zhu is!”

“Who are you?” Zhu Zhu asked, as she wiped away her tears.
“I’m the queen. You’ve heard of me, haven’t you?’
“Hello, Queen. How can I see your face?”
The queen was sitting on a swivel chair. She turned in another direction,

and Zhu Zhu saw the Milky Way in the deep blue sky. Zhu Zhu realized that
she and the queen were sitting in midair. But she still couldn’t see the
queen’s face. The queen urged Zhu Zhu to jump down. Afraid, Zhu Zhu
grabbed the queen’s skirt tightly and wouldn’t let go. The queen grew
angry. She stood up, flinging the girl off. Zhu Zhu heard herself hit the
water; she dog-paddled a little and reached the shore. Then she indistinctly
heard the queen shouting, “That’s the Milky Way . . .”

Zhu Zhu recognized the brook in the village, and she saw her mama
running toward her. Crying and laughing, her mama held her.

“I saw the queen!” Zhu Zhu said proudly. “She hugged me, and I almost
got to the Milky Way. It would have been great if I hadn’t been afraid.”

When they reached their home, it was crowded with many people who
wanted to hear what Zhu Zhu had to say about the queen. Zhu Zhu was
regretful as she said, “It would have been so great if I hadn’t been afraid.”

Then she started crying.
“This child—what’s wrong with her?”
“The queen shocked the wits out of her.”
“The queen gave her inspiration. The girl was really fortunate.”
“This child was born insatiable.”
For a while they made all kinds of comments. Then, losing interest, they

quickly dispersed.
As soon as the crowd left, Zhu Zhu stopped crying. Looking at the

window, she actually sneered.
“What are you sneering at?” Mama asked in astonishment.
“They kept asking about this. How can anyone ask others about such

things? I will never speak of it. Mama, I can’t tell you, either. You won’t
blame me, will you?”

“Of course not. I’m also sorry that I let you get lost. Still, it seems that
you grew up as a result. When they said you’re insatiable, I was happy. A



child who isn’t insatiable is boring, and so they were praising you.” Mama
smiled.

Zhu Zhu changed out of her wet clothing and braided her hair. She was
no longer regretful. She thought to herself that she would have more
opportunities, lots of them. It wasn’t that hard to find the queen’s home.

As for the queen’s nighttime activities, people guessed all kinds of
things; the villagers also took note of a variety of omens. Without
exception, each person thought that the queen’s activity was very important.
Just think about it: a queen was running around in a place not far from the
village. What’s more, she was the queen of Wang Village! Although this
wasn’t too strange, it symbolized the villagers’ innermost passion, but they
weren’t content with seeing something superficially—they liked to delve
into it in detail. Everyone thought it was wrong to follow her deliberately,
but this didn’t mean that people criticized those who had the good fortune
to run into her by chance. People approved of that because it was almost
like destiny. The old king’s palace in the wilderness was a vague concept. It
was far away, and its surroundings were quite desolate. No matter how one
looked at it, this was a suitable place for the queen to live. None of the
Wang villagers would be so presumptuous as to call on the queen in her
palace.

But one night it did happen. It was an enchanting autumn evening when
Widow Zhen had just had a terrible fight with her live-in lover and then
furiously walked out in the wild. She walked ahead blindly: she couldn’t
see the bats flying around, nor could she hear the nocturnal birds’ singing,
because the world suddenly vanished from her field of vision. She was
pushed ahead by the power inside her body. She didn’t mind being lost—
maybe she wanted to be lost. Anyhow, she didn’t want to go back home.
Wherever she went would be fine. She wouldn’t regret it even if a wolf
devoured her.

In the dark, Zhen ran into a wooden wall and hurt her forehead. She
nearly fainted. She thought doomsday was approaching. After a long time,
she gradually regained consciousness and discovered that she was sitting on
the ground. The gate creaked open.

“Did you come to see me?” a woman asked calmly.
“Yes. I’m calling on . . . ,” Zhen answered obscurely.
“Then come in right now! Didn’t you hear the wolves roaring?” she said

sternly.



Zhen tried hard a couple of times, but was unable to stand up. The
woman dragged her in. The clatter of the gate closing was earthshaking.

She couldn’t see anything in the house. For some reason, Zhen felt
pleased. Her insane urge to go walking disappeared. She sensed that she
was sitting on a high-backed chair. The woman was sitting across from her.
Zhen couldn’t help saying softly, “Are you the queen?”

“It seems so.” The voice was teasing.
“I really didn’t come here on purpose to disturb you.”
“But you did. You guessed right: I don’t need a companion. But I do like

to lecture others: that’s my failing. It’s easy to solve your problem. I’ll help
you solve it right now.”

Zhen was stunned. She waited, wondering how the queen would do this.
But after about ten minutes, the queen hadn’t made any sound or motion.
Another ten minutes passed, and still nothing happened. Zhen grew
impatient, but she waited a while longer and finally extended her hand. She
probed in the dusky space across from her, but didn’t touch anything. She
walked over to it; she didn’t encounter any obstacle because in fact the
queen wasn’t there. But just now she had definitely been sitting across from
her.

“Queen!” she shouted.
Her eerie voice echoed in the high, empty room. She broke out in a cold

sweat. Something was tangled up with her feet, and she sat down on the
floor again. She grabbed the thing with her right hand. Oh, a snake! The
snake bit her, then struggled free, slipping away with a rustling sound. She
sensed that the back of her right hand was swelling quickly. She might die
soon.

“Queen, save me! I’m dying!” she shouted, over and over.
She shouted until she was hoarse and then she knew no one was there to

save her.
She would have to save herself. Enduring the pain, she looked for the

door, and found it after a while. She pushed and pushed, but the door
wouldn’t move. It seemed to be bolted from the outside. She was tormented
by pain; she was exhausted. Even worse: fears surged up in her mind like
waves; she felt that poisonous juices were spreading all through her body.

“No!” she screamed.
She had never been weak. Never in her whole life. Even so, she felt that

her “No” was frail and weak, not much stronger than a mosquito’s buzzing.



She started kicking at the door. She thought that since she could still kick
the door, she probably wouldn’t die. However, she seemed to be kicking
cotton each time, for there was neither sound nor resistance from the door.

“Zhen, Zhen . . . ,” her lover called to her from the darkness. His voice
seemed quite funny.

“Bah! Why are you here?” Zhen roared.
“I’m in your home.”
Frowning, Zhen began to think. Her family couldn’t have moved to the

palace, could they? Could the palace have changed into her home? Just
now, the queen had definitely been sitting across from her, hadn’t she?
Wasn’t she going to help her “solve her problem” right away? What kind of
problem was it? At this point, her “problem” unfolded before her. She saw
an abyss. Of course she didn’t want to fall into the abyss but neither did she
want to leave immediately. Her injured hand seemed to remind her: she had
no choice. Her hand was swollen like a dumpling.

Zhen giggled for no reason and said to the darkness, “Liuhei (this was
her lover’s name), turn on the lamp.”

This time, she waited a long time without getting a response. Zhen
sensed a numbness starting to spread out from her heart. But why wasn’t
she losing physical strength or consciousness? This kind of death was
frightening.

Zhen began moving. Every two steps, she kicked out blindly. Then she
heard bursts of sound coming one after another; perhaps she had shattered
some porcelain dishes. Unable to resist her feeling of schadenfreude, she
wanted to damage some more things before she died. At a minimum, she
wanted to scare the despicable Liuhei. After kicking some more, she felt
something was wrong—why were porcelain dishes being constantly kicked
over? Was Liuhei up to some mischief? She had no sooner thought of this
than she lost her enthusiasm for breaking things. Just then, she happened to
feel a high-backed chair with her foot—probably the one she had sat in
before. After sitting down, she heard the queen talking across from her.

“Hasn’t your problem been solved?” she asked impatiently.
“Thank you, Queen. I think so. There’s nothing for me to do in the

palace, so I’d better go home.” Her throat felt dry as she spoke.
“Go home?” the queen sneered. “How?”
“I don’t know. Am I dying?”
“You have to ask yourself that.”



The queen’s last words were fluttering in the air. Zhen wanted to kick the
door again. Time after time, she wildly kicked an imaginary gate. All at
once, she fell to the floor.

“Liuhei, go to hell!” she cursed.
She heard the queen snickering, and at the same time she touched the

door handle—her own home’s door. Creaking, the door opened. It was light
inside because it was already daytime. Everything was where she had left it.
Her embroidery was on the windowsill, as if suggesting something.
Someone knocked on the door: it was the village chief.

“Zhen, I heard that you drove Liuhei away. He’s a good man.”
“Who said this? It’s nonsense. Liuhei had something urgent to do and

went home.”
“Oh, I see. What a relief. Zhen, I always think you’re a remarkable

woman.”
“Get out of here. Don’t you have any work to do? Did you come here

just to jabber?”
Covering his mouth with one hand, the old man giggled. She pushed him

out the door.
Outside, the frogs were croaking. Was it going to rain?

3.

Recently, the queen really did come to Wang Village—and often. You
could see this from some people’s expressions. The village chief arose early
and set out to collect manure. As soon as he went out, he ran into the young,
neatly dressed oil peddler.

“You’re out so early. Who will buy sesame oil at this hour?” the village
chief teased.

“I came out early for people’s convenience, for pleasure, or because I
had a happy encounter last night. These are all possible reasons. It doesn’t
have to be for business,” the young oil vendor said.

“Ha-ha! A happy encounter! Can you talk about it? I’d love to hear it.”
“No, I can’t.”
“I wish you happy encounters every day!”
The village chief—this old fox—had guessed what the young oil

vendor’s encounter was because he had run into similar occurrences many
times. He knew that the queen honored the village with her presence.



Although she did so at midnight and although no one had really seen her,
who else could it have been? Look at Woman Ji, who sat beside the road at
twilight combing her hair. The left side of her face was reflected in the
setting sun: she looked splendid and magnificent in profile! That’s right: the
village chief liked describing her with these words.

“Hi, Ji, the matchmaker’s coming for you,” the village chief said, to
please her.

“Who cares? After she came, I got the magic wand that makes me pretty!
Chief, take a look at me. Do I still need a matchmaker?” She approached
the chief aggressively.

The village chief backtracked. He grumbled to himself, I shouldn’t have
crossed the line.

As he was thinking to himself, the village chief picked up pig manure
and dog poop. He intended to go home. The moment he turned around, he
saw the black-garbed queen standing right in the middle of the road. How
had she changed into a headless queen? The village chief wanted to detour
around her. He veered left, and the black-garbed headless person blocked
the left side; he veered right, and she blocked the right side.

“You’re really, you’re really active . . . ,” the village chief stammered.
“We—you and I—let’s dance!”

He didn’t know where his courage came from. He threw the basket of
manure to the roadside, and extended his rough hand to the queen. As soon
as the headless queen held his hand, the village chief felt that he was
spinning like a windmill. He heard himself shout, “Save me,” but where
could he stop? He was being continuously tossed into midair. He waved his
arms in the air. Then he heard someone say, “Now I see this old guy’s
nature.”

At that, the village chief fell down. He sat in the mud, his butt sore from
the fall. The person who had just spoken asked, “Why did you stop
dancing?”

The village chief asked if he had seen the queen.
“The queen?” The person stared. “I think that is Death!”
“Could be. I felt so good just now. Too bad she left.”
“If she hadn’t gone, could you be here? She’s not interested in you.

You’re a lousy dancer.”
The village chief picked up his basket and headed for home. He tried

hard to recall his dancing just now: he didn’t feel at all inferior and he was



sure it had been the queen.
“I danced with the queen today,” he told his wife as soon as he got home.
“My God. I saw this long ago. You’ve become another person,” his wife

said.
“The queen played the role of Death; I played the role of Death’s son.”
“That’s so exciting,” his wife said.
He held his hand out to his wife, and the two of them began twirling like

a windmill. Oh, what happiness! While in midair, he thought of something
and became a little worried. “The manure, manure . . . ,” he kept saying.
After he fell to the ground, his wife asked him what he had muttered while
he was dancing.

The village chief’s vision blurred, and he answered, “I left the manure
outside the door. Did you and the queen talk with each other last night?”

His wife pointed outside.
The village chief pushed the door open, and saw the crown on the

ground.
“It isn’t appropriate, is it, to put the crown at the entrance to an ordinary

family’s home?” The village chief stooped and picked up the crown. He
sized it up in the sunlight.

“Why isn’t it? It would look good on you.”
His wife smiled surreptitiously. Her expression inspired him, leading

him to remember his morning encounter on the road. He realized that the
queen had been pervading their lives. She wasn’t a visitor; there’s no way
she would stay in Wang Village. Still, there was no way she would leave,
either. This was so intriguing. Before the old king died, he had also
pervaded their lives one time, but the Wang villagers no longer remembered
this. The village chief’s mother had told him, “On a night like that, the stars
are dark, and the earth burns from within its crust . . .” Because no real
disaster occurred, everyone adopted a wait-and-see attitude.

After the village chief put the crown into a large cabinet, the cabinet
sparkled with sound. “Look! She trusts us so much!” his wife whispered to
him. “After all, she’s our queen!” he whispered back.

They were both a little deranged, pacing back and forth in front of the
cabinet, loath to leave.

“Chief! Chief . . . ,” someone shouted outside. He was around thirty.
The chief pulled a long face and went out.
“Why are you still here? You promised to leave.”



“I promised to disappear from Wang Village . . . but last night . . .”
“Stop!” the village chief interrupted, “What do you want now?”
“Give me a job.”
“Clean the manure out of our pigpen. Don’t stop until you’re stinking

with sweat!”
“Sure thing!”
The village chief went inside and closed the door. His wife was staring at

him, rebuking him coquettishly.
“What? He’s young, but he’s been a pessimist for eleven years. What a

disgrace.”

After taking a long time to make the decision, the queen really did arrive at
Wang Village. She came to the long-established Wang Village, but she
didn’t like the villagers to recognize her and consider her one of them. She
felt that would be awkward for her, lacking in style. As the queen hesitated,
the unusual connections between her and the villagers took shape. Someone
felt that he had a direct connection with the queen because he argued with
her every day and the result of the argument would guide him in his actions.
His life would be unbearably dull if he missed even a day of this kind of
argument. When people asked him where he and the queen argued, he led a
bunch of people into the kitchen, and, pointing at the iron pot of congee, he
said, “This is she. We always argue in the kitchen.” At first, everyone
looked blank, and then they sort of understood. They gave him a thumbs-up
and said, “You’re a lucky man.”

The queen knew that she had a huge group of supporters whom she
would never see. They had all kinds of disabilities, but they were strongly
determined. Her relationship with them was indirect. “Sometimes indirect
influence is greater,” she proclaimed in the palace. The moment she made
this proclamation, she recalled Woman Jiao. Jiao had only one leg; she
would turn eighty-five next year. She had lived alone all her life in the
house next to the tofu workshop. People said that she used to be good at
making tofu, but now she was old and infirm and could no longer do that.
One day, when the queen was returning from the market, the throngs lining
the street to welcome her included the one-legged Woman Jiao. The queen
had seen her out of the corner of her eye much earlier: the old woman had
stood on tiptoe in order to be seen. She wanted to get the queen’s attention.



The queen was greeting many people, but she didn’t speak with Jiao. When
she passed by the old woman, the queen glanced at her sharply and then
immediately looked away. But in this lightning-quick exchange, the two
women formed a long-term friendship. After this, the queen now and then
heard fragmentary news of Woman Jiao from analyzing the local
atmosphere. For instance, she knew that the old woman had resumed
working in the tofu workshop. This gratifying news allowed the queen to
see the contours of the palace in the village.

“Grandma Jiao, did you see the queen at night?” asked the little girl
Binghua.

“Yes. At the time, the village sky was really bright!”
“Is the queen pretty?”
“I never got a good look at her.”
Grandma Jiao had never seen the queen clearly—she had cataracts. What

she had seen was a moon with many defects. Since she had cataracts, how
had she been able to use her gaze to forge an exchange with the queen on
the road? When Binghua asked her this, Grandma Jiao answered a little
testily, “It was an out-of-body experience.”

The young guy who had previously rushed impetuously into the queen’s
home was Yueyue. His situation was the same as Woman Jiao’s. The queen
valued his courage, and she kept nurturing him in secret. She believed that
he would play a pivotal role in Wang Village in the future. Since the first
time that Yueyue had taken the tragic risk and retreated from the palace
with its rarefied air, the seeds of curiosity and uneasiness were sown in his
heart. Thanks to his great enthusiasm and vague memory, he later made
three more attempts to charge into the palace. He bungled each attempt. In
his last try, he couldn’t find even a trace of the palace or the queen. Some
yurts appeared on the plains. No matter which yurt he entered, the people
welcomed him with the same sneer. But now Yueyue was more mature than
before: he no longer feared grotesque faces; he was just a little embarrassed.
He saluted these people and then withdrew. The queen, hiding in a secret
place, took all of this in and was very pleased.

Yueyue wondered whether his previous impression had changed and led
him to a fork in the road. Or could it be that the queen’s palace had
disintegrated and turned into these yurts and pigpens? Either of these



possibilities would make him even more curious, for after all he was a local
villager. “Queen, palace . . . ,” Yueyue chattered. From behind, he heard a
woman’s voice respond, “Yueyue, Yueyue . . .” Yueyue figured that the
person responding to him must be the queen. He decided to make a fourth
attempt.

He ran wildly around the desert, reaching the middle of the pebbles. The
sky was gloomy; a light rain made the pebbles slippery. The pebbles looked
dark and dull. Yueyue said to himself, This is the last time. He would not
cower. Limping on the pebbled desert, he tried his best to proceed.

“Yueyue, are you exercising your legs?” Auntie Mao hailed him.
Yueyue looked up and saw the village trail.
“Don’t run around blindly,” Auntie Mao said wryly. “The thing you’re

looking for is in your home. Search in all the nooks and crannies.”
Auntie Mao had a reputation in the village. What she said often came

true.
Yueyue didn’t search the hiding places in his home. Instead, he bought a

few bolts of black cloth and covered all the windows in his home. Then he
sat there recalling how the queen’s palace looked. Each day he remembered
one detail, and gradually the palace became vivid in his mind. The last two
props that he remembered were a golden cane and the coal lamp. The coal
lamp was placed on the long table in the palace dining room, and the golden
cane was next to the door of an inner room in the palace. Yueyue carefully
moved the golden cane and slowly pushed the door open. In one step, he
strode outside. Across from him was his family’s pigpen. The pigs were
wailing in hunger. Yueyue shouted as he ran, “Queen! Queen . . .” He
charged into his kitchen and began chopping vegetables for pig feed. Beads
of sweat rose on his young face. This was great! He wished he could have
such an adventure every day. Look, hadn’t the queen hung candles from the
palace on the wood-smoke-blackened wall of his kitchen? He—Yueyue—
was an ordinary country boy, but the queen had kept looking after him. He
started boiling the pig feed. Surprisingly, he brandished the spatula as if he
were royalty.

“Yueyue, Yueyue!” a woman called softly from somewhere in the room.
Yueyue’s eyes were beaming like a rainbow.



VENUS

Qiu Yiping, a thirteen-year-old middle school student, was secretly in
love with her thirty-five-year-old cousin with the whimsical name Xuwu.
An orphan whose parents had died long ago, he was a scientist researching
hot-air balloons. Qiu Yiping hadn’t seen him in the past, but in the previous
year Xuwu had often visited her village to test hot-air balloons and had
become close to Qiu Yiping’s family.

Whenever her cousin came to the village, Qiu Yiping grew so excited
that she couldn’t concentrate on her classes. As soon as school was out, she
rushed home and went to the mountain to the east to look for her cousin. He
was tall, wore glasses, was a little hunchbacked, and walked a bit
sluggishly. He didn’t look at all bright.

The mountain on the east was called Tomb Mountain; it was more than a
thousand meters above sea level. Generally, Xuwu launched his hot-air
balloons from the middle of the mountain and let them float along the
contours of the mountain: they floated above Yiping’s village. Everyone in
the village would come out to watch this rare sight. Each time, Yiping
swelled with pride.

Her cousin had stayed overnight with her family only twice—both times
because it was raining hard. Ordinarily he slept in the wicker basket below
the hot-air balloon, where he kept the things he needed for daily use. Day
and night, Yiping yearned to soar into the sky in the hot-air balloon with her
cousin, but he had never invited her to go along. He said, “It’s dangerous.”
She didn’t believe him. She thought he looked down on her and was weary
of her pestering him.

On the mountain, her cousin sometimes took off his coat and wore only a
sailor shirt. He curled up like a shrimp and repaired the hot-air balloon’s
heater. Sometimes, he did nothing, but just sat there looking at the sky. No
matter what her cousin was doing, Yiping liked to be beside him; she would
even like to be with him for a lifetime.

The hot-air balloon was red, the color of the sun setting at twilight.
Many times, Yiping thought that her cousin looked at the hot-air balloon as



though he were looking at his sweetheart. Yiping had heard her parents say
that he hadn’t married and that he didn’t have a girlfriend, either. Could it
be that the hot-air balloon was his girlfriend? When Yiping pondered this in
the middle of the night, her eyes glinted in the dark, and she felt warm all
over. She made up many stories about girlfriends her cousin had had in the
past: she was sure he had had girlfriends in the past. She yearned to be with
him at night on the mountain, viewing the moon and stars. But that was
impossible, for her parents and the neighbors would all say she was
shameless.

It was Sunday. Qiu Yiping had gotten up early and hastily done the
housework—washed and dried the clothes, prepared food for the pigs, fed
the chickens, swept the courtyard, and cooked the breakfast. Then she had
gulped down two stewed potatoes and slipped out of the courtyard. She
started running toward Tomb Mountain, because she was afraid her family
would stop her.

When she had climbed halfway up the mountain, she saw that her cousin
was still asleep in the wicker basket. He had covered one side of his face
with a quilt, and he looked very funny. The sound of Yiping’s footsteps
awakened him, and he suddenly sat up, hastily reaching out for his glasses.

“Oh, I overslept. I was really exhausted before daylight,” he said,
embarrassed. “You can’t imagine, Yiping. I ascended to the top of the
mountain and then even higher. Even higher! All of a sudden, I saw her. She
was flying past like a big bird. My God!”

“Who? Who was flying—flying past like—like a big bird?” Yiping
began stammering.

“You don’t understand. You don’t get it.” Her cousin waved his hand,
revealing his annoyance.

“Let’s not talk about it anymore,” he added.
He was wearing a blue-and-white-striped sailor shirt as he stood at one

side and washed his face and brushed his teeth. He looked like a bittern.
After he had cleaned up, he took some bread out of the basket and cut it into
several small pieces, dipped them in catsup, and ate slowly. He offered
some to Yiping, but she turned him down. She didn’t want to make a pig of
herself!



Seeing that her cousin’s mind was elsewhere, Yiping thought he had
pretty much forgotten her existence.

“Cousin, let me ride in the hot-air balloon just once! Just once!” Yiping
begged.

“How could I do that?” He was immediately on his guard. “If your
parents found out, they would break my neck! And what would the other
villagers say? . . . Don’t be silly.”

“We could keep them from seeing. I could run out quietly in the middle
of the night. No one would know. Didn’t you say just now that when the big
bird flew past, you didn’t get a good look at it? If you teach me how to
operate the hot-air balloon, I can take care of it and you can get a good look
at the bird!”

When Yiping said this, she really had no idea how her cousin would
respond, but she was desperate, so she chanced it.

Her cousin seemed touched by what she had said. He stared at her and
asked, “Do you really think so? What the hell. Is this possible?”

“Sure it is! Of course! Really!” Yiping shouted.
Her cousin carefully folded the bread wrapper and put it away. He

looked at the chestnut tree next to him as if he had something on his mind.
Then he said very slowly: “Yiping, sit down.”

Yiping sat down nervously on the rock. She was blushing.
“Do you know about Venus?” he asked.
“Yes. I’ve seen her at twilight.” Yiping relaxed.
“She’s what I saw before daylight! At that time, it was dark in all

directions, but she was radiant. She seemed to be green colored. I reached
out my hand and I could almost touch her, but a force pulled me away, and
so I was separated from her. I really regret that. Why didn’t I jump over to
her then? At worst, I would have died! It was a great opportunity that not
everyone can have—and I missed it. What’s wrong with me? When I landed
here, it was almost dawn. I suddenly felt weary of the world and fell asleep.
I was completely out. Did you come to help me, Yiping?”

“Yes, I did.”
“Do you think I can succeed?”
“Yes, you will,” Yiping whispered. But what she thought to herself was,

I hope you don’t succeed. You should land with me.
Something crossed the cousin’s mind. He frowned and asked Yiping,

“Have people in the two nearby villages said anything about me recently?”



“Yes. Someone said that you’re looking for your tomb. Is that true?”
“Ha-ha-ha-ha! Ha-ha!” Her cousin began laughing uproariously.
“Of course I fly around Tomb Mountain because I want to find a suitable

burial place. This whole matter must be connected with Venus, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know.” Yiping shook her head, and her face clouded over.
They fell silent. Both of them looked at the sky and then looked at the

village below the mountain.
When they parted, they agreed that Yiping would slip away from her

home at midnight and Xuwu would meet her at the foot of the mountain.
When Yiping went down the mountain, her cousin shouted behind her,
“Yiping, you must take an afternoon nap, because if you doze off later,
we’re both done for!”

“I know, cousin! I won’t doze off!” Yiping answered excitedly.
She ran home and immediately picked up the bucket and went to fetch

water. She went once, and then once more, until the two water containers
were full. When she sat down to rest, Auntie Li dropped in.

“Is your cousin a man or a bird? He flew over my head, and I was so
scared I fell down! It was too eerie, wasn’t it?—a big guy flying back and
forth over your head! I’ve lived a long time, and nothing like this has ever
happened in our village before.”

Yiping was entranced. She looked at Auntie Li and laughed out loud.
“What’s so funny? Huh?”
When Auntie Li left, Yiping noticed that she also had a smile on her

face. What on earth was Cousin up to? What did he want to communicate to
the villagers?

After Yiping ate, she cleaned up the kitchen and went to bed. She
planned to take a long, long nap.

She closed her eyes and counted. As she counted, she grew excited again
and forgot how far she had counted. So she started again. She started over
again several times to no avail. She looked at the clock. More than an hour
had passed when she decided to get up and go to the field and pick beans.

As she picked beans, she looked at Tomb Mountain. One moment, it
seemed that she saw a small red dot climbing to the mountain top. When
she looked more carefully, she saw nothing. Probably the sun had been
shining in her eyes. While Yiping was thinking about her cousin’s
dangerous behavior, she heard people talking behind her.

“That Xuwu—he’s risking his life.”



She turned around and saw that no one was there. Who had been talking?
Yiping was busy the entire afternoon with the beans, washing them and

drying them. Finally she finished everything.
When the sun set, she ran out of the house and looked carefully at the

sky. She looked and looked, but she didn’t see Venus. There was no star at
all in the sky. When she was about to enter her courtyard, Auntie Li
appeared. She blocked the way and wanted her to answer a question.

“Xuwu has been staying in our village for such a long time: Does that
mean he wants to marry you?”

“What nonsense!”
Very uneasy, Yiping pushed her away and dashed into her courtyard.

Yiping didn’t go to bed until late. Before she went to bed, she opened the
back door.

Every now and then she shone her flashlight on the clock. When it was
almost midnight, she got dressed and sneaked out. As she stood at the
courtyard gate, she looked back once. Her home looked dark blue. How
could this shabby adobe home be dark blue? Ordinarily, it was a not-quite-
yellow, not-quite-gray color. Was it because of the moonlight?

Yiping walked very fast, almost jogging. After a while, she reached the
foot of Tomb Mountain. At night, the mountain looked very large, as
though it wasn’t a mountain but was the whole world. But her cousin wasn’t
waiting for her at the foot of the mountain. Yiping was worried and afraid:
she heard her heart thumping against her chest. After waiting a while, she
decided to climb the mountain. She thought maybe Cousin had forgotten
what he had said and was simply waiting for her where they usually met.

As she climbed the mountain, she heard a strange bird calling several
times. She was so afraid that she felt death was approaching. She said to
herself, I’m not afraid to die. After she said this three times, she felt more
courageous. She was proud of herself, too.

Finally, she saw her cousin sitting on a rock next to the hot-air balloon.
His head was drooping; it seemed he didn’t realize she had arrived. Could
he have forgotten their plan?

“Cousin, let’s get going!” Yiping shouted.
“Ah! You’re here!” He was startled. “No need to hurry. Sit down for a

while first.”



Yiping sat on another rock. She was shaking all over.
“The time in the sky and the time on earth aren’t the same,” her cousin

said slowly, one word at a time.
“Show—show me how to—to operate the balloon, okay?” Yiping said,

her teeth chattering.
“I’ve set it on automatic. You don’t have to do much. When she gets

close, we have to be ready. If I do make up my mind and jump over to her,
you must begin landing immediately. It’s easy. All you have to do is pull the
switch.”

Xuwu spoke rapidly. Yiping wasn’t very sure of what he had said. She
blinked, and her emotions surged.

They sat in the large wicker basket, her cousin holding the joystick, and
the hot-air balloon began slowly leaving the ground. Yiping was frightened
and didn’t dare look down. She wanted to get control of her feelings. Her
cousin started talking nonstop.

“Yiping, you can’t imagine the encounters I’ve had in the sky. People
think that hot-air balloons can’t fly very high, but this is just what ordinary
people think. I’ve told you that I actually encountered Venus—and not just
once, either! In that moment and that place, I assure you if someone had
been helping me then, would I have flipped over onto it? What do you
think? She was dark green. I sensed that she had a hairy surface. Could it be
a kind of moss? I really regret that I missed the opportunity. What’s wrong
with me—always having 20-20 vision only in hindsight? Yiping, I know
that the villagers don’t appreciate what I do, and yet I really long for their
understanding. These people are all my relatives. My parents grew up here;
later they moved away. It was a scandal, but I bet you never heard it from
your folks! And so when I came to this village last year, it was like coming
back to my real family. You must think this is strange—Why do I sleep on
the mountain? I don’t know why; I just have to shut myself away from the
villagers so that I can sleep in peace. The villagers are all my relatives—
Auntie Li, Uncle Huang, Uncle Liu, your parents. They keep coming into
my dreams.”

Suddenly, his words were interrupted. Yiping felt acutely dizzy. She
thought, The basket must be bumping against the mountain. This was the
end. In a feeble voice, she shouted, “Help!”

When she opened her eyes, she realized that this wasn’t the end. The hot-
air balloon was descending; she could already see the rooftops in the



village. Those rooftops were the dark blue color that she’d seen earlier
when she ran out—unearthly but lovely.

“Cousin, we’re descending. Aren’t you going to pursue Venus?”
Yiping felt a little disappointed.
“I miss my relatives so much! You can’t understand this feeling, for

you’re too young. See: Uncle Li has walked out! He’s going to the
outhouse; he has diarrhea. Our village is a multi-surname village, made up
of refugees who came from many places. They established this village. You
must know this.”

Yiping didn’t know anything about this. She looked hard, but she
couldn’t see Uncle Li. Between two houses, next to a bamboo fence, it
seemed there was a shadow slipping across. But the hot-air balloon was
floating too fast with the wind, and she couldn’t get a good look.

“Cousin, let’s go up! Why do we have to stay so close to the village? I’d
like to see Venus. There’s nothing to see in the village. Look, you’ve
swerved again: we’re still floating near the rooftops. What are you really
looking for?”

“Me? Didn’t you say the other time that I’m looking for a burial place?”
Xuwu laughed out loud. “I see your papa. He got up and he’s chopping
firewood in the dark. He’s always like this. The year I came down with
cholera, he carried me on his back to the county hospital.”

“Don’t we have any way to ascend? I’d like to go up to a place several
thousand meters high.”

“That’s impossible. Haven’t I told you? I have only low-grade fuel. At
most, my hot-air balloon can climb five hundred meters . . . And I’m also
not very interested in heights. In this deathly still night, my heart is close to
this village.”

“Has . . . it . . . always . . . been . . . like . . . this—” Yiping asked in a
lingering tone.

Glancing at her cousin, she saw him snickering. Yiping realized that
there was an enormous distance between the two of them. She grew dizzy
and grumbled, “Where did you come from?”

Her cousin didn’t answer at first. After a while, Yiping heard his voice; it
was intermittent and seemed to be coming from the ground.

“Here’s Auntie Li; she’s sticking her head out the window . . . Now she’s
walking into another room. She’s thinking about me



. . . She’s my relative. Oh, you mustn’t lean out; you’ll scare her . . . Here’s
some thick smoke: it’s your mama cooking breakfast in the dark . . .”

Yiping couldn’t see anything, because her eyes were filled with tears that
had suddenly gushed up. She quietly and repeatedly asked her cousin,
“Should I cry? Should I cry? . . . Should I . . .”

“Go ahead and cry, go ahead,” her cousin said.
His voice was still coming from the ground. Was it possible that he was

no longer beside her?
Yiping stretched her hand out to the right—she was startled when she

felt nothing but air! At the same time, she heard a dull sound: the wicker
basket had turned upside down on the ground, and she had rolled into the
paddy field next to it.

It was already light in the east. Yiping scrambled up. She was covered in
mud like a clay figurine.

Her mama stood in the field and called her, “Yiping! Yiping! What’s
wrong with you?!”

Yiping washed herself with water from the field and then went home.
She covered her face with her hands so that her mama couldn’t see her face.

“I was dreaming! I was dreaming!” she said as she walked.
“Oh, so you were dreaming. That’s really dangerous.” Her mother

sighed.
As soon as she got home, Yiping took a shower and washed her hair.

After that, she went into her bedroom and bolted the door.
Not until she sat down on her bed did she remember what had just

happened. Had the hot-air balloon flown away while she was rolling into
the field? When she climbed out of the paddy field, she hadn’t seen the hot-
air balloon. Apparently her mama hadn’t seen it, either! So had her cousin
flown the hot-air balloon away? Yiping felt weak all over, but her eyes were
dry; she wasn’t crying. She also remembered that when she was in the
basket her cousin’s voice had come from the ground. He had said, “Go
ahead and cry. Go ahead.” So the hot-air balloon must have flown away by
itself. Had her cousin jumped to the ground before she had? Yiping felt that
her face was burning hot. She was so ashamed! She wished she could find a
hole to hide in.

She didn’t know how much time passed before she heard a voice next
door in her parents’ room. It was Auntie Li.



“He didn’t come this morning. That’s the way he is. When you make a
point of waiting for him, he doesn’t appear. He plays hide-and-seek with
you. I can’t stand his always flying over my head. It’s scarier than a big
horsefly!”

“He’s almost finished with his experiments. I guess he’ll leave soon,”
Mama comforted her.

“Really? But I don’t want him to go. Isn’t this strange? The year of the
big snowstorm, he slid into the well but survived. He’s really lucky.”

Sighing, the two women went to the hall. Yiping wondered why they
were sighing.

At twilight that evening, the sun was just setting, and Yiping was
standing in the garden looking at Venus. Venus wasn’t green, but
chrysanthemum yellow.

“Do you see her?” Her cousin’s voice—distant and feeble—came from
the mountain over there.

Yiping looked down, a smile on her face. With all her might, she looked
at that mountain. She seemed to faintly see a white dot swaying in the bosk.
The sky darkened quickly. When she looked at the sky again, Venus had
really turned green.
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