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Praise for the Inspector Chen Mysteries

“Newcomers and fans alike will look forward to how Qiu raises the stakes for Chen in the next book”

Publishers Weekly Starred Review of Inspector Chen and the Private Kitchen Murder

“The plot is full of unpredictable detours and sidebars that intensify the pleasure of following Chen’s vibrant curiosity. An exhilarating blend of recent history, mystery, and the writer’s craft”

Kirkus Reviews on Inspector Chen and the Private Kitchen Murder

“While series fans will be delighted at the background Qiu provides, this is an accessible starting point for newcomers … Qiu deepens his Dalgliesh-like series lead in his superior 11th novel”

Publishers Weekly Starred Review of Becoming Inspector Chen

“Both a scathing indictment of contemporary China and an explanation of how poet Chen came to be Chief Inspector Chen. Gripping” 

Booklist on Becoming Inspector Chen

“Fans of mysteries about honest cops working for compromised regimes won’t want to miss this one”

Library Journal Starred Review of Hold Your Breath, China
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Dedication
   
In memory of my friend Zhu Xiaohui, who remained idealistic about China to the very end. I have borrowed his name, so to speak, for the hero’s name in The Secret Sharers, though it is often simply abbreviated as X.

Also in memory of Liu Xiaobo (1955–2017), who sneaked into the China’s Young Writers Conference in 1989, the conference I mention in this novel. Liu was on the government’s blacklist at that time, and even though some of the writers at the conference had already tried to avoid him like the plague, I welcomed the opportunity to speak with him. We had a long talk in the hotel about literature and literary criticism.

Also, I want to sincerely thank all the secret sharers around me. Without their great support through all these years, the writing of these Inspector Chen books would have remained an impossible mission.

The list of my secret sharers certainly includes Chuck Turner, Norman Ding, Patria Mirrlees, Jeff Kinkley, Barbra Peters, Liana Levi, Francesca Varroto, Rachel Slatter, and, almost needless to say here, my wife, Wang Lijun.

In fact, the list could go on much longer. And I want to quote a poem by Li Bai to all of them:

I am about to sail away

on the solitary sampan

when I hear my friend

coming, stepping in rhythm,

like in a joyful dance.

Peach Blossom Lake

might have proven to be

deep, a thousand feet

deep, but not so deep

as your friendship to me.




DAY 1




“The Hard Road”

Li Bai (701–762)

The famous wine in the gold goblet

costs a thousand pieces of silver,

and the celebrated delicacies

on the jade platter are even more expensive.

Despondent, I put down my chopsticks

and my cup. I have no mood for the feast.

I draw out my sword and look around,

my heart full of confusion.

I want to cross the Yellow River,

but ice and snow freeze its flowing waters;

I want to climb the Taihang Mountains,

but a vast snow storm has swallowed them up.

Like Lu Shang fishing, I shall bide

my time to stage a comeback,

or like Yi Yin dreaming, I shall sail

far away, sailing past the sun.

The road is hard for people to travel,

so hard for people to travel indeed.

Among the turns of the road ahead,

which one should I choose to take?

Oh, I would ride the long wind,

cutting through the roaring waves,

raising my sails high, to reach

my destination in the azure ocean.

Lu Shang and Yi Yin were two sages in ancient China.




“Night Talk”

Chen Cao

Creamy coffee, cold;

bricks of brown sugar cubes

crumbling, a butter blossom still

evoking natural freedom carved out

on the decorated, mutilated cake,

the knife scintillating beside it, like

an unforgettable footnote. It is said

some people can tell the time

by the changing of color

in a purring cat’s eyes—

but you can’t. Doubt,

a heap of ancient dregs

at the battle of the Great Wall

sinks in the leftover wine.

Under the play of neon lights,

the Uygur girl on the wall

is carrying grapes to you:

infinite motion, light

as a summer in grateful tears

when a bit of the golden paint,

under her bangled bare feet,

flakes from the frame around her.

Nothing appears more accidental

than the world in words.

A rubric turns by chance

in her slender hands, and the result,

like any result, is called history,

justified by all the king’s men.

Outside the window, no star is visible.

Mind’s square deadly deserted,

without a single pennant left.

Only a rag picker of the ages

passes by, dropping scraps

of every minute into her basket.

Written after the Tian’anmen Square tragedy of June 4th, 1989 in Beijing.




To his surprise, Chen Cao, the former Chief Inspector of the Shanghai Police Bureau, now Director of the Shanghai Judicial System Reform Office—albeit on “convalescent leave”—received an unexpected phone call from Old Hunter, a retired cop.

“Long time, no talk, Director Chen. I’ve heard you are still on convalescent leave. How are you?”

“I’m fine. But it’s really up to those government-assigned doctors to say whether I’m fine or not, you know.”

Convalescent leave, for a government official at Chen’s cadre rank, could have been determined more by political considerations than for health reasons. In Chen’s case, the decision to put him on leave had most likely been taken to keep him out of sight for a long—or a short—while before his final removal into the “trash bin of the proletarian dictatorship.”

For the last twenty years or so, the term “proletarian dictatorship” had disappeared from China’s official discourse, but it was staging a comeback in the People’s Daily.

“Got you, Chief. To be more exact, it’s up to the people behind the doctors to determine,” Old Hunter said with a long sigh, “and I am very worried about you.”

“Don’t worry about me. You know what? I’ve been doing some classic Chinese poetry translation at home. And I have also been trying to compile a selection of my own poems. It’s interesting to do the two projects alongside one another. Between the classic Chinese poems from the Tang and the Song dynasties, and my own poems written in today’s China, you may find something paradoxical: China changes and China does not change.

“It feels like there’s a tension there, but the classic Chinese poems seem to me to be always reflecting a deeper layer of contemporary concern. So working on poetry is as good as a change for me. And the translations can also be in tune with one of the Party’s current slogans: ‘Let Our Great Chinese Literature Go Out of China,’” Chen said carefully. He was always worried about the possibility of his phone being tapped, so he chose to speak in politically acceptable language. He had checked and double-checked his phone without finding a bug, but the line “One cannot be too careful nowadays” kept echoing from a corner of his memory. It was probably an echo from The Waste Land.

“How are things going with you at your consulting and investigating agency, Old Hunter?” Chen asked.

“Not much work for us these days. Certainly not like before. In fact, it really sucks.”

Since his retirement, Old Hunter had been working part-time as a consultant for ZZ’s Consulting and Investigating Agency. For the retired cop, it had initially been merely an escape from the boredom of retirement. Prior to that, the agency had been literally a one-man operation—the tasks of owner, manager, chief investigator, consultant, and whatnot were all on the shoulders of one young, inexperienced man: Zhang Zhang.

So Zhang Zhang had declared that the agency desperately needed the help of Old Hunter, a retired cop with a lot of experience as well as a lot of connections—not just his own connections, but his son’s too. Old Hunter’s son was none other than Detective Yu Guangming of the Shanghai Police Bureau, the long-time loyal partner of Chief Inspector Chen. Even though Zhang Zhang did not mention Chief Inspector Chen in a direct way to Old Hunter when he pleaded for his help, the agency head’s implication had been unmistakable.

Old Hunter had accepted a position at the agency and now came in a couple of days a week, though those days were flexible depending upon his availability. There wasn’t much work for him, but he enjoyed talking to Zhang Zhang, spinning tales about various investigations from his long police career.

True to his alternative nickname—Suzhou Opera Singer—Old Hunter found himself indulging in long, drawn-out narratives full of tantalizing details and digressions, with Zhang Zhang’s eager encouragement. Zhang Zhang was a capable, clever entrepreneur, but without any formal training in the field of private investigation. Whatever stories he heard from Old Hunter were not merely intriguing, but proved to be educational as well. It gave the old man a great boost to have an audience paying such genuine attention to him, even though many of the stories he related had happened so many years ago.

“How about going out to have a cup of tea with me?” Old Hunter asked, resuming the conversation. “Don’t lose yourself in translating and writing all the time. You need to come out for fresh air, Director Chen.”

Chen was instantly on high alert. Old Hunter was up to his old tricks again, he guessed. A seemingly casual phone call, then an invitation for a cup of tea outside, where the real talk would take place.

“How about at that one-table teahouse?” Old Hunter asked.

“The one-table teahouse would be great,” Chen replied.

“Then I’ll be waiting there for you, Director Chen.”

The teahouse was tucked in a forgotten corner of Yangpu District. There was only one table inside, and with the door shut and a sign declaring “Closed today for meetings” hung up in front, the two ex-cops had their privacy, the hot water, and the tea, if nothing else.

“This place used to be a hot water house, in the days when most people still used small coal stoves for cooking and boiling water,” Old Hunter said with a self-deprecating gesture, seating himself at the one and only table inside and signaling Chen to sit opposite.

“There are hardly any customers nowadays,” Old Hunter continued. “You know, the owner’s hanging on here just for the purpose of retaining the building’s status as a business. If he’s forced to relocate because of the city’s relentless redevelopment, he might be able to claim a larger sum of compensation. The tea is not that good, but still drinkable if you’re clever.”

True to his “Suzhou Opera Singer” nickname, which was characteristic of his constant digressions, keeping what he really wanted to say all the way to the end, the old man was not in a hurry to broach the real topic of the day. “Open the door, you can already see the mountain”—in other words, get straight to the point—was not a phrase in his vocabulary.

“Here’s the trick to the tea,” Old Hunter went on with a grin. “I’ve brought my own tea leaves from the office. I make a point of visiting Longjing, where Dragon Well Tea is produced, each and every year. Nowadays, you can’t trust the brands sold in the expensive tea stores, whether they’re state-run or not. What’s sold as Dragon Well Tea is a total fake, more often than not, with the leaves painted green. So, I simply make my purchases direct from the villagers there. The tea isn’t wrapped properly, but at least it’s genuine. When it comes down to it, a lot of Chinese people have lost their moral compass.”

Chen then proceeded to inform Old Hunter briefly about the circumstances of his being removed from the police bureau, and about his “promotion” into the Shanghai Judicial System Reform Office.

“Detective Yu hasn’t told me much about the things that are going on at the bureau. He certainly misses working with you, but whatever new position they’ve put you in, you’re still a high-ranking Party cadre,” Old Hunter said.

“But what will happen next? People don’t have a very long memory. Out of sight, out of mind. Soon, I think I may be disappeared forever.”

“To be disappeared. You are learning the language of the Internet fast, Director Chen.”

“That’s only because I have a young, capable secretary surnamed Jin working at the office. I have learned a lot from her. Who could predict that I might have to start looking for a new job soon, possibly working as a private investigator just like you? That is, before I eventually get disappeared.”

“I don’t think you have to worry about that, Chief Inspector—sorry, Director Chen. The Party would have to be totally crazy to touch you at the moment. You’re too politically sensitive.”

“Well, I remember another proverb you like to quote: ‘A desperately sick man will try any drastic medical procedures.’”

Besides, given the numerous scandals and crises constantly breaking out in socialist China, people would probably soon forget about someone like him. It was not unthinkable that Chen would soon sink into oblivion.

“How is the PI business?” Chen asked again, after taking a leisurely sip from the cup. The tea was quite drinkable, but they were not there for the enjoyment of the tea.

“There are fewer and fewer customers in our office nowadays. So I could afford the time to read a pile of mystery novels in there. You translated one of them, I discovered. Those private investigators in fiction, such as Sherlock Holmes and Hercule Poirot, they have real, exciting cases waiting for them. But in socialist China, the PI profession itself exists only in a gray area. It’s not legally permitted here. As the People’s Daily would say, ‘If you have any problems, you should go to the people’s police. They will surely take care of them for you.’ The logic is simple. If your problems are something you can’t let the government know about, and therefore can’t go to the police for help with, then you truly have serious problems.”

“You’re just a walking encyclopedia of proverbs and maxims, Old Hunter. The last sentence really sums it up so well.”

“It also means that we cannot try to do anything if there’s an ongoing police investigation—as long as the official media says there’s an ongoing governmental investigation.”

“Well, Confucius says, there are things a man will do, and things a man will not do. So there are things a PI can do—like change one or two words in the name of your agency to keep it open—and things a PI can’t do. But how can your agency manage to do any business properly when it’s overwhelmed with such a long ‘can’t-do’ list?”

“Exactly, Director Chen. It’s tough, but it’s not my agency. As no more than a part-time helper, I don’t think I have to worry too much—” Old Hunter seemed to catch himself abruptly, as if seeing no point going into details.

“Things are hard, I know. It’s just like in Li Bai’s poem titled ‘The Hard Road’:

The road is hard for people to travel,

so hard for people to travel indeed.

Among the turns of the road ahead,

which one should I choose to take?”

“As you may know, Director Chen, most of the PI industry is kept afloat by a lucrative niche market—catching cheaters. With that market, you might not have a customer for three weeks, but then one super-rich client might allow the agency to earn enough to keep it going for three months.

“In other words, catching cheaters has been the main business for our agency. Chinese socialism doesn’t acknowledge the existence of concubines or ernai, little secretaries, three accompanying girls, foot-massage sisters, and whatnot. Nor does it acknowledge them with any legitimate status. That’s one of the reasons the police sometimes choose not to get involved too much in those cases. Especially those investigations where the cheaters happen to be officials or have an official background.

“To put it simply, the cops work for the Party system, and the private investigators work for their clients. That’s why even the term ‘PI’ is still taboo in the official media. That’s why it was necessary for our agency to start operating under a different name. The sign at the office still says, ‘Consulting and Investigating.’ Consulting really covers a broad range of activities.

“But what’s in a name? It’s just like the names of those sex-service operations. You may call it a hair salon, a karaoke club, a foot-washing resort, or whatever you like, as long as it’s nothing about what the people in those places are really up to.”

“You surely have a point,” Chen said, waiting patiently for the old man to finally come to it.

“Seven or eight years ago, I had planned to attend a PI convention in Hangzhou, but at the last minute, the convention had to change its name and cancel most of the sessions. I heard that Internal Security was going to be there, and so I immediately canceled the trip. I knew better than to ask for trouble. Of course, I don’t have to tell you about Internal Security, Director Chen. It is an important guideline for our office that we do not accept any cases involving government policies or crimes committed by Party officials. No matter what evidence we come up with, the authorities will never accept it, and Internal Security might come knocking on our door the very next day. The old proverb put it well: ‘All the ravens are equally black under the sun, and all the officials protect and shield one another.’

“As for how the cheater-catching niche market works, I don’t want to tantalize you like a Suzhou Opera singer. Simply put, it’s most lucrative when the cheaters are Big Bucks—or higher-ranking officials. From time to time, those rich or super-rich clients come knocking on our door. Taking these cases is not without risks, needless to say. Usually, our clients are the wives of Party officials or business tycoons. They’re willing to pay incredible sums. For them, the stakes are very high. As another ancient proverb goes, ‘When you’re luxuriously fed and clad, you can’t help but dream lustfully.’”

Old Hunter took a long, deliberate sip at the tea and started chewing a green tea leaf before going on. “No need for me to deliver a long lecture about the ‘national moral collapse.’ Our former premier used the expression more than a decade ago. So what? Nowadays, you cannot use the expression in the open. Like a proverb in the Dream of the Red Chamber, ‘What cats are not keen on stealing fish?’ Their wives would spare no expense to save their marriages—or, failing that, to extract the maximum alimony in the event of divorce. Hence their willingness to pay a handsome fee for the much-needed evidence. Needless to say, we have to conduct a careful risk assessment before taking on a job. The fee may not be worth the trouble.”

Old Hunter kept digressing. Chen did not want to push him, though. The retired cop deserved to indulge himself in memories of some of the glorious moments of his PI career.

“Indeed, you’re so experienced,” Chen said. “As it says in one of your favorite proverbs, older ginger is spicier. Zhang Zhang has depended on your expertise through all these years to run his agency.”

“Yes, but of late,” Old Hunter replied, “things have begun changing dramatically. After three years of the zero-Covid policy, with the whole country locked down so tight, breathless, as if in a gigantic coffin, the national economy collapsed. The Big Bucks became Small Bucks, and a number of officials were annihilated because of cut-throat political infighting at the top. Not to mention another fact—that many of them are getting anxious and preparing to flee China at top speed.”

“All that must have heavily impacted your agency’s business—”

“You bet, Director Chen. And it has led to a critical situation that I want to consult you about.”

“Well, you never go to a temple without having something you’re praying for, Old Hunter.”

“Ah, you have just said another favorite proverb of mine. In my younger days, the newspapers used to portray the Party cadres as good and honest, with just a few rotten eggs. People believed that then, as did I. But what about now?” Old Hunter paused, breathing into his cup, creating a series of expanding ripples on the surface of the tea, before he went on. “Like another classic saying in the Dream of the Red Chamber, ‘Except for a couple of stone lions crouching in front of the mansion, nobody inside is clean.’”

“Having talked to you for half a day, I think I could work as a private investigator too!” Chen interjected. “It sounds a lot like those old detective movies from the 1930s. The only difference is that you don’t have to carry around a bulky camera on your chest. Now, you can take all the pictures you need with a cell phone instead.”

“But back to the problem the agency is facing today. Zhang Zhang started talking about closing the business a short while ago. He declared that he could not afford to go on like this. For several months, we haven’t had any cases to investigate, and no potential customers have called us either.

“But then a mysterious client approached us in person. She is a middle-aged woman surnamed Mei, but her nickname is Shanghai’s Number-One Developer. Sitting in our small office, she offered an incredible retaining fee that we could not afford to decline.”

“That’s strange,” Chen replied. “A lot of real-estate tycoons are in deep water right now. How could she still afford to pay such a high fee for help?”

“Yes, there is something strange about her. A couple of years ago, when the housing market was so hot, developers put all their money in—taking whatever bank loans they could lay their hands on, and issuing notes like the future belonged to them alone—but she pulled out her capital from the market. Consequently, unlike the other developers, she has hardly any unpaid loans.

“Now, the economy has collapsed, and house prices have dropped forty or fifty percent. Still, no one wants to buy. A terrible recession is gripping China. No one could tell how she managed to escape the market crisis.”

“Yes, it’s hard to believe. It seems as if she benefited enormously,” Chen commented with a touch of black humor in his voice, “from the predictions of a miraculous fortune teller.”

“You must be a miraculous fortune teller yourself!” Old Hunter replied. “Mei, Shanghai’s Number-One Developer, told me that it was on the advice of a fortune teller named Xiaohui—commonly shortened to X—that she pulled her money out of real estate before the crash that crippled her competitors. Not only did his advice save her business and reputation, but apparently he’s a man she really cares for. She came to us because X has recently landed himself in big trouble. He has been disappeared from his home, and no one knows why. He helped her when she needed it; now she wishes to return the favor.

“Needless to say, she first wanted to know whether our agency has the capability to help her discover what happened to X and help clear his name. Times are so tough right now that Zhang Zhang had no choice but to give her a detailed list of the cases our agency has solved, despite it being a politically sensitive case, and he mentioned the valuable help we have had from you all these years. And you know what? The moment your name came up, she agreed to work with us. The retainer is actually no less than twenty million yuan. It’s an offer we could not afford to refuse. Half the amount paid upfront, the other half at the conclusion of the investigation. And that’s with all the expenses covered. So Zhang Zhang hastily promised her that he would enlist your help—without having consulted with you first.”

“So that’s why you have dragged me out for a cup of tea,” Chen said, frowning. “This case seems quite different from your usual business of catching cheaters.”

“Yes—as I said, we do a careful risk assessment before taking on a job, as the fee may not be worth the trouble. But in this case, the amount is simply staggering. Despite the risks, we could not say no.”

“But is the man in question her lover or husband?” Chen asked.

“Her words were vague, but we’ve done some preliminary background research into her. The fortune teller, X, is definitely not her husband; her husband passed away twenty-five or thirty years ago. Nor does it seem likely he’s her lover, in the conventional sense of the word, although all we have to go on is some unreliable gossip and speculation.

“As a well-preserved woman in her fifties or early sixties, she still looks elegant—not to mention all the wealth behind her. So I would not be surprised if there was a man involved in her life. We heard that someone with an important position in the city government had helped her from time to time, and the relationship between the two appeared to be ambiguous. But he now has a higher position in Beijing, so he’s possibly no longer in close contact with her.”

“What is her relationship with X, then, if he is not her lover?” Chen asked, puzzled. “Why is she willing to spend so much money to help him?”

“She said that she met X many years ago in the same park for a couple of months, although they never spoke to each other—and she never even knew his name. Then, after ten years or so, they met again and finally learned each other’s names. But they lost touch once more, and when they met again, well over another decade later, when she was a successful businesswoman and he was a struggling fortune teller, they almost failed to recognize each other. Time flies, and they had both changed beyond recognition. After that meeting, it seems they never saw each other again. But as to whether they were simply fortune teller and client, friends, or something more, I could not say. We could not push too hard for details of their personal lives, you know.”

“Well, their relationship could be like the parable of two carp stranded in a dry rut, who struggle to stay alive by moistening each other with their saliva. They know it’s better to swim away and live their own lives. But it could also be that even though the two of them are swimming in different rivers and lakes these days, trying to forget each other, they’re still aware they’re under the same sun.” Chen added pensively, “The way up and the way down are one and the same.”

“What do you mean, Poet Chen?”

“Nothing but the paraphrase of a parable about fish from Zhaungzi, my favorite Daoist philosopher, and a paradox from Heraclitus. Yes, I was touched by something in your narration.”

“Whatever the possible relationship between the two, X is a man worth at least twenty million yuan in her eyes. For Shanghai’s Number-One Developer, however, one of the numerous luxurious apartments under her name could be worth much more.”

“But how could Mei have learned that X got into trouble?” Chen asked. “They have not seen each other for years, have they?”

“Since their last meeting, she must have paid close attention to X, even though it was from afar.”

“Anything else she mentioned about X, Old Hunter?”

“X got into political trouble because of what happened in Beijing in the summer of 1989. He was in Shanghai at the time, but in a foreign press interview on TV, he said something vehemently condemning the Beijing government.”

“X must have been somebody at the time, if he was interviewed by the foreign press.”

“Yes, but because of it, he has fallen from his position, all the way down to becoming an impoverished fortune teller, hanging out in front of Red Dust Lane on the corner of Fujian and Jinling Roads.”

“Well, I’ll be damned!”

“What, Director Chen?”

“He tells fortunes in front of Red Dust Lane? It really takes coincidences to make up a story!”

Old Hunter eyed Chen without making an immediate reply. Then he murmured, as if to himself, “Yes, one’s life is also made of a series of coincidences.”

“Now, you don’t have to mince words with me. I’ve heard a lot about the lane, Old Hunter,” Chen said, smiling a self-deprecating smile. “If anything, it’s because of a fried bun stall nearby.”

“Yes, the fried buns there are inexpensive and considered the best in the city. Crispy at the bottom, yet the pork stuffing is juicy,” Old Hunter said, picking up on Chen’s cue. “After a cup of Dragon Well Tea from this teahouse, then eating lunch at the stall across the street with my old friend Chen, I won’t have anything to complain about—except for the things at the agency.”

“I cannot tell you right now whether I will take the case or not. You know about my own troubles, Old Hunter. If knowledge of my involvement in the investigation got out, it could bring me even more trouble. But I promise you that I will definitely take a close look into it.”

The moment Chen returned home, he spread out on his desk the files Old Hunter had handed him before they’d parted.

The first manila folder was about Mei. Its contents were mostly collected from official publications.

Her career as a businesswoman had started with a tiny restaurant called Small Family, which was a converted wing room in an original shikumen house. It was registered at the time as an “individual business,” which meant it was one that the state merely tolerated, rather than considering it important to the economy. Her husband was disabled, so it was she who took care of the restaurant business. The small restaurant gradually grew into a large one, and then her husband unfortunately passed away. By that time, she was said to have established a loyal client base through her special recipes and good service, and had forged some influential connections both in and out of the city government. Not long after her husband’s death, she ventured into the real-estate market with the help of somebody in the city government.

In the articles, she didn’t appear to be an ambitious businesswoman, though. At the height of the housing market, she withdrew a substantial amount of capital, paid off the bank loans, and shifted into rental property management and other diversified investments. Had she really done this because of a fortune teller’s warning? Whatever the reason, it meant that when the housing market started crashing two or three years later, she remained largely unscathed. Consequently, she was now known as Shanghai’s Number-One Developer, with good reason, and people simply called her “Number One” in the Shanghai housing market.

As for the so-called fortune teller, X, not too much material appeared to be officially available. He had once been a rising young star at Shanghai University. He was the youngest professor in the philosophy department and had served as editor-in-chief of an influential series of cultural studies, Marching Toward the Twenty-First Century. No one could have anticipated X’s sudden fall into the fathomless mire. In the summer of 1989, during the Tian’anmen tragedy, he issued a passionate statement in a foreign press TV interview, supporting the students in Beijing and condemning the Party government. Afterwards, his refusal to retract the statement caused his removal by the university, and he was driven out of a three-bedroom apartment assigned to him there. He ended up moving into half a wing room in an old shikumen house in Red Dust Lane. To make a living, he became a fortune teller, plying his trade at the entrance to the lane.

There was very little information written about X’s life in the subsequent years. In a nutshell, he seemed to have resigned himself to his fate. He was no longer a political trouble-maker—at least, not until something he’d done about a week ago had led to him being “disappeared” from Red Dust Lane.

Chen pondered over the background information, lost in thought. He made himself a cup of strong black tea, adding half a spoon of sugar and half a spoon of cream. Of late, he tried to alternate coffee with black tea. He needed the caffeine to stimulate his thinking, but the coffee could upset his stomach.

“I grow old … I grow old …” A familiar refrain came back, haunting, lingering like an irritating fly.

A phone call came in from his office secretary, Jin. “Even though the pandemic is long over, there are some new Covid cases popping up again in the city of Shanghai. Don’t go out unless it’s absolutely necessary, Director Chen. If you need anything, I can come over immediately.”

As always, he detected genuine concern in her voice. She made a point of calling him every day. With him still on convalescent leave, it made sense for her to make a daily report about office matters to him, even though they both knew that it was not necessary. The government documents that appeared on his office desk were less and less politically sensitive or significant with every passing day. Most of them were formalities. She could have easily taken care of all of them in the office by herself.

In the expanding metropolitan city of Shanghai, the ever-developing subway system had turned into the main means of transportation for ordinary people. It was quick, reliable, but crowded.

He recalled something Jin had once told him. In a subway train with passengers packed like sardines, she had finally managed to squeeze out of the car to the platform. It was a huge embarrassment for her to find that most of the buttons on her dress had burst off in the struggle.

“You don’t have to come over, Jin. You need to take care of yourself too. Take a taxi if you find the subway train overcrowded. Our office still has a small budget for transportation.”

“Come on. If I hail a taxi just two or three times, our office transportation budget will all be gone. But you really don’t have to worry about me.”

Chen wondered whether he should tell her about his discussion with Old Hunter in the teahouse. He decided not to—not until absolutely necessary. Jin could turn out to be overprotective again.

“If needs be, I could stay in your guest room,” Jin said. “As a Party cadre of your rank, you have three bedrooms, haven’t you, Director Chen?”

It was not the first time that she had made this proposal to him, he remembered.

Theoretically, there was no strict regulation regarding the scenario of a guest staying overnight with the host. But under the omnipotent CCP surveillance, the scene would inevitably appear in the surveillance monitor. He shuddered at the possibility.

It was worse than in 1984, in which lovers could still sneak into a small, dingy hotel. But with the current state surveillance, they did not dare to do such things, not even at home.

The thought suddenly evoked a scene he’d witnessed during the Cultural Revolution. He had been a young boy at the time. An actress was marched out onto the street, walking barefoot, wearing a wreath of worn-out shoes around her slender neck. From the comments of the other spectators who lined the street, he learned that the shoes signified she’d shamelessly slept with numerous men. It was a crushing humiliation for the once-popular actress.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea, Jin. Not nowadays. You know why I have to say so.”

Chen’s memories of their spending the night together in the Yellow Mountains hotel two years ago still remained so vivid, with the mountains mantled in the unfurling soft clouds, then the clouds changing in the hot passionate rain …

But that had been then, and this was now. Things in China changed so fast.

And he was no longer a mighty chief inspector in the Shanghai Police Bureau.

After finishing his phone call with Jin, Chen picked up the folder containing information about X again.

He could not help reflecting on the abrupt, drastic turning point in X’s life, which had happened in 1989.

But what had Chen himself been doing at the time?

In the early summer of 1989, Chen had just checked into a hotel in Beijing for China’s Young Writers’ Conference—with top CCP leaders scheduled to receive them there.

But after the sudden death of the former CCP General Secretary Hu Yaobang, a reformist of integrity and character, people poured out onto the streets in memory of him, and all the attendees of the conference were swiftly moved away overnight, to another fancier hotel in a faraway suburb of Beijing.

For Chen, checking into the new hotel had felt like being on an all-inclusive vacation: devouring the best Peking duck, prepared in three ways; cutting the first raw beef steak he had ever tasted; drinking the greenest Maofeng tea; and enjoying the view of the tender tea leaves standing up in the cup miraculously, as if they were still growing in the high mountains.

But the young writers were confined in the hotel all the time, with soldiers guarding the gate, and it did not take long for Chen to realize they were actually under a sort of house arrest. Those days, people did not have cell phones. Nor could they read any news or newspapers online. There was nothing but the Party newspapers available to those young writers in the hotel.

However, he was surprised by an unannounced visit from a renowned literary critic, Liu Xiaobo. Even then, Liu had already been placed on the CCP government’s blacklist. Naturally, he was not invited to the conference. Chen had no idea as to how Liu could have sneaked into the guarded hotel. Nevertheless, while some of the other conference attendees avoided Liu like the plague, Chen had welcomed Liu and had a long talk with him.

All the conference attendees had to stay in the hotel until after the bloody crackdown in Tian’anmen Square had taken place in that eventful year. It was only then that Chen and the Shanghai delegation were sent back home. A welcome ceremony was held at Hongqiao Airport in recognition of their standing firm, in line with the Party government. Journalists swarmed there, their cameras continually flashing. Several teenage Red Scarves held flowers out to them. Chen felt inexplicably ashamed, but like the others, he did not protest.

Chen could easily see how X’s actions during those days had subsequently turned him into a nameless fortune teller.

The former chief inspector was seized with an inexplicable urge.

From one perspective, X had done what Chen himself should have done.

Now it was time for the former chief inspector to do something for his own redemption.

Chen dialed Old Hunter again. “Tell Mei I would like to meet with her. Arrange a meeting as soon as possible, and then I’ll decide whether to take the case or not.”

“I’ll tell her immediately. Thank you so much, Director Chen.”

In less than fifteen minutes, Old Hunter called back.

“Mei would like to meet you at the Starbucks café in the New World. Nine o’clock tomorrow morning. She is so looking forward to meeting you, Chief Inspector Chen.”




DAY 2

Morning




“River Snow”

Liu Zongyuan (773–819)

Not a single bird visible

in hundreds of mountains,

nor any footprint discernible

on thousands of trails,

only a solitary boat,

a bamboo-capped-and-clad old man

alone, fishing,

the snow

on the cold river.




“The Lunar Lumberjack”

Chen Cao

Under the cold eye of the earth,

I remain an absurdity,

hacking like one possessed,

chopping days, chopping nights,

hewing millions of years,

again oh again oh again—

yellow leaves piling like the pages

of history higher and higher,

wood-crumbs filling my nostrils

till I can barely breathe.

Cringing at the inevitable,

gasping the insubstantial

lunar air, the gash

seems always on the verge

of a final cry, so like

my own as the steadily

bending tree springs back up,

refreshed as ever, glaring,

its acrid crumbs still burning

my nostrils and my lungs

while the supercilious stars

regard me from afar.

Yet I raise the ax once more

hacking desire, hacking despair,

a dark, passionate torrent pouring

from my beard onto the sand, for it’s only

in this too-familiar clamor,

I am aware I exist, wielding

my ax against the absurd,

belonging to a legend

that does not belong to me.

According to an ancient Chinese legend, Wu Gang was condemned to chop down a tree on the moon. As the tree could never be really felled, he had to labor at the task unceasingly.




Next morning, Chen stepped into the Starbucks café earlier than the scheduled time. He wanted to take a good look around the café, and as it was a bit chilly, he thought he could do with buying a large cup of hot coffee for himself first. He had not been to that café for quite a long while. Smelling the familiar coffee scent, he found the ambience of the café subtly changed, as if having lost itself in a melancholy reflection. Even the people there had changed too, appearing inexplicably moody. Instead of talking on their phones in high spirits, most of them were sitting there in silence.

After he’d bought his coffee and sat down, he became aware of a man sitting beside him. The man was possibly in his early thirties, and he was reclining in a cushioned chair with a computer open on the table in front of him. But he wasn’t working on the computer, nor was he drinking coffee; he was simply sitting there, completely idle.

It reminded Chen of something he had recently learned. Quite a number of white-collar workers, having been laid off in the economic downturn, chose to spend their days like that in cafés. Chen’s neighbor in the café was perhaps one of them. He would pretend to be still working in the office as before, but instead go to the café to drink a cup of coffee—and possibly eat a bagel—staying there until six in the evening, before going back home as if he’d just finished a day’s work as usual, kissing his wife and baby, hoping against hope that he could land another job the next day.

Around nine, Chen saw a middle-aged woman stepping light-footedly into the café. She came to an abrupt stop when she caught sight of him from a distance, a bit hesitant, before moving over to his table. Mei was no longer young, possibly in her mid-fifties or early sixties, but was still graceful, wearing a long, gray cashmere sweater designed like a French trench coat. She smiled at him in a way that was redolent of a shy young girl.

“Director Chen?”

“Yes. You are—”

“I’m Mei. I’ve often seen your picture in the newspapers. And read about your achievements. It’s such an honor for me to meet with you today, Director Chen. Indeed, who in this world of red dust does not know you?”

She turned out not to be one of those uneducated upstarts. The rhetorical question in her pleasantries sounded like a subtle allusion to a Tang dynasty poem titled “Farewell to Dongda,” written by General Gao Shi, one of the few Tang poets who’d had a successful political career. That could have been one of the reasons that Chinese people were still reading his poems today.

Yellow clouds keep stretching, thousands

and thousands of miles long.

The sun appears somber, sullen.

The wind hits hard at the wild geese,

swirling snowflakes upon snowflakes.

Don’t worry that you will fail

to meet with any friends

on the road rolling out ahead.

Indeed, who does not know you

in this world of red dust?

“You flatter me, General Manager Mei. It is an honor for me to meet with you, Shanghai’s Number-One Developer. Indeed, who in the world of red dust does not know you?”

“Just call me Mei, Director Chen. Now that we have exchanged compliments, we may sit down to talk about business over a cup of coffee.”

She was about to seat herself opposite him at the table when he hesitated. The café appeared to be quiet all of a sudden. This could turn out to be a long and serious talk between them, and that with sensitive content.

“How about us sitting and talking outside?” he asked abruptly.

“That sounds like a good idea. Let me order you another cup of coffee, and then we’ll move outside.”

Outside, they seated themselves at a green-painted table, sheltered under a multicolored umbrella with a Budweiser logo.

She started speaking, opening the door to the view of the mountains, getting straight to the point like an experienced businesswoman—which she was.

“As the agency has told you, Director Chen, my old friend X was disappeared all of a sudden from his home in Red Dust Lane. I got the information from the lane as soon as it happened. I’ve been worrying about him for years, so I’ve kept an eye on him from afar. No one exactly knows the reason, but judging from his past, he may be in serious political trouble. Maybe the agency has also told you, Director Chen, that I made up my mind to hire them the moment they mentioned they might be able to enlist your help. I must find out why my friend X has been vanished—what crime he has supposedly committed to offend the Party—and clear his name. I have heard such a lot about you. If anyone could make a difference to my case, it’s you—no question about it. So I paid them a retainer fee there and then.”

“It’s a very generous sum—I mean the retainer fee you have offered to the agency. They told me about it. One of my former colleagues, a retired cop nicknamed Old Hunter, is an advisor working at the agency. He has helped me so much in the past that I could hardly say no to him when he asked me to meet you. As a matter of fact, though, they accepted the money without having discussed it with me first. If I take the case, I have to make it clear that it must be a pro bono job for me, whatever sum you may have paid the agency.”

“But how could that possibly be, Director Chen?”

“I’m still a government official. Receiving such a large sum of money on the side could cause me difficulties. But, more importantly, I’m here because the man you want to help is someone who got into trouble because of the Tian’anmen crackdown in 1989. I admire his integrity and courage. So please tell me more about him, Mei. And about his relationship to you as well—after all, you have offered to pay an incredibly generous fee to help him.”

“I’m glad to hear that you have such a high opinion of him. I appreciate it. It takes a lot of integrity and courage for a man in your position to say so. About X, and about my relationship with him, I can only tell you about the limited contact we’ve had. In fact, there’s hardly any relationship between us to talk of. All these years, we’ve met just twenty—possibly thirty—times or so, mostly in those long-ago days in Bund Park during the Cultural Revolution—

“Then two other times elsewhere.”

“In Bund Park during the Cultural Revolution!” Chen exclaimed in spite of himself. Scenes of himself studying English in Bund Park during the Cultural Revolution came crowding into his mind. “Sorry for my interruption, Mei. Please go on.”

“We saw each other regularly in the park, but we never spoke to each other. I then saw him again in 1988, when he was an emerging young professor at Shanghai University, and I had just opened a restaurant named Small Family. We spoke for the first time and came to learn each other’s names during that accidental meeting. Then he disappeared from my life again. Around ten years ago—more than two decades after that meeting—I met him once again by chance in front of Red Dust Lane, and this time he did not even recognize me.”

“This is sounding more and more intriguing to me, Mei,” Chen commented contemplatively, taking a large gulp of his lukewarm coffee. Then he added, as if as an afterthought, “Perhaps for a number of reasons that still remain vague even to myself.”

“It’s a long story, Director Chen, full of events caused by unbalanced Yin and Yang. Suffice to say, he has more than once impacted the course of my life without me knowing it. And I could go so far as to say that without him, I would not have become the woman I am today. I don’t know how and where to start. A lot of things have happened in the background. I have done some thinking before coming to meet you today.

“As I may have said, we first met in those days of the Cultural Revolution. We happened to both be studying English in Bund Park, but we never spoke to one another while we were there. I sat on one green bench while I was studying, and he on another. In those days, it was utterly unimaginable that we might have sat together on the same bench.”

“That I surely understand, Mei. Even in the eight model theatrical works performed during the course of the Cultural Revolution to promote Mao Zedong’s ideology, love was an untouchable leitmotif.”

“You are right. For myself and X, though, there was hardly anything romantic about our meetings in the Bund Park days. Not at all. At least, I was unaware of his feelings. I did not discover them until years later, when he bumped into me at my small family restaurant, and we recognized each other. He told me then that his name was Xiaohui, and he said to me in earnest that I had been his inspiration all these years. However, we lost touch again after that single meeting. I once tried to contact him at his university, and a stern voice at the other end of the line demanded that I tell him my name and where I work. It sounded just as if I’d been caught up in a serious police investigation. I had no choice but to hang up the phone in haste.

“It was not until ten years or so ago that we met again. This time, we almost failed to recognize each other—at least, that was the case on my side. He was now a down-and-out fortune teller, plying his trade in front of Red Dust Lane. But believe it or not, what he said to me there saved my business. Perhaps it’s just like something he quoted when he was talking with me: ‘The Way that can be traveled is not the ordinary Way. The name that can be named is not the ordinary name.’

“Several years later, around 2020, sure enough, the housing market started deteriorating and prices went into freefall. A lot of developers declared bankruptcy. Thanks to the fortune he told for me, I’d started pulling my capital out of the housing market much earlier, and I paid off all my bank loans before the bubble burst. I have remained largely unscathed, despite the current housing market crisis, and I think I’m in a position to keep surviving, to say the least.”

“That’s wonderful, Mei.”

“So the retaining fee I paid to the Zhang Zhang agency is nothing to me, Director Chen.”

Mei was serious. No question about that. Her slender fingers kept tapping nervously on the edge of the table. A drop of black coffee splashed out of her cup, falling on the white tablecloth like a punctuation mark.

“You may have heard about this from the agency, but there is another thing that might possibly interest you about Xiaohui. He likes literature too. When he was a student at Shanghai University, the head of the philosophy department at the time picked him out to major in contemporary Western philosophy because of his extraordinary command of English. He continued writing poems and stories even after he started teaching philosophy at the university. You two are so alike.”

“Yes, that’s something interesting indeed. Please go on, Mei.”

“Here are two essays he wrote concerning me—possibly penned in his youth, like a diary, and later edited with the benefit of hindsight—which speak much better about our relationship than I could possibly express. He emailed them to me after our last meeting near Red Dust Lane. And the last piece is mine, written after our last meeting—in a fashion, after him. I did not even mail it to him. He’s a very proud man, and very sensitive too. But the stories we tell may prove to be helpful to your understanding of him in this ever-changing political climate. The three pieces span quite a long period—about forty years—with large gaps between them. Of course, these are personal memories—for your eyes only.”

“In China, people are always made—or unmade—by changes in the political landscape,” Chen said thoughtfully. “For instance, certain values appeared in the late seventies after the Cultural Revolution, but then disappeared at the end of the eighties after the bloody Tian’anmen crackdown. And these now-vanished values and meanings may be considered totally passé in the new century.”

“You put it so well, Director Chen. That sums up Xiaohui’s life too. As well as his pieces, he also sent me a poem by the Song dynasty poet Su Shi.”

“Which one?”

“It was a poem he wrote in exile, about seeing a solitary wild goose moving around on a solitary, snowy night. He compared life to the footprints left by that wild goose. Soon, all is gone in the melting snow, but a solitary passerby could have taken a specific meaning from the footprints left in the snow before they vanished. I am but a passerby in his life, but the footprints he’s left have meant a lot to me.”

“Yes, I know that poem.”

“‘Lines Written in Dinghui Temple, Huangzhou,’” she responded.

“It’s one of my favorites.”

Chen stood up like a man who’d been sitting too long at a coffee table, and began reciting the poem in a subdued voice:

The waning moon hangs on the sparse tung twigs,

the night falling deep, silent.

An apparition of a solitary wild goose

moves about like a hermit.

Startled, it turns back,

its sadness unknown to others.

Trying each of the chilly boughs,

it chooses not to perch on one.

Freezing, the maple leaves keep falling,

Rustling over the Wu River.

It was a poem Su Shi had written in exile, allegedly about a difficult choice he had to make in his political career. Other readers tended to interpret it, however, as being about the choices facing him in his personal life.

It was written in a time when it was impossible to talk about the personal without bringing up the political—which was even more so the case in today’s China. Of all the poems, it was not by chance that Xiaohui chose this particular one to send to Mei. But on second thoughts, Chen believed he could understand the poem on another level. In fact, he himself often thought of these lines when faced with critical choices in his career.

“It was probably a subtle allusion to how he’d chosen to take a solitary, chilly path,” Chen said.

“You are someone who truly understands the music Xiaohui is playing, Director Chen! I know you are a poet too,” Mei said.

Understanding music was another allusion echoing from ancient China. A celebrated musician named Boya happened to hear a young man named Ziqi playing his harp, and immediately understood Ziqi’s aspirations and great vision through listening to the melody. The two became lifelong friends.

It seemed to Chen that there was a long and complicated story between Xiaohui and Mei. The former inspector found himself increasingly drawn to it, not just as a story, but also as an opportunity to examine the national tragedy that had taken place in Tian’anmen Square all those years ago.

The case of Xiaohui being disappeared was one he wanted to investigate in earnest.

Chen looked up and said to Mei in seriousness, “I will accept your case. I’ll start reading the memoirs this afternoon. But let me tell you something first. At the moment, my hands are tied. Things can be so complicated, you know, in today’s China. I am not in a position to tell you how far I may be able to go, so I have to make this point clear.”

“I understand. The ZZ agency was not the first agency I contacted for help. And all their answers invariably turned out to be no. You have agreed to help. It’s more than I could have prayed for.”

“And there’s another coincidence,” Chen added with a faraway look in his eyes. “I too am familiar with Red Dust Lane. Believe it or not, I attended the ‘evening talk’ held there a couple of times, listening to the storytelling and the political discussions, though I don’t think I ever met X, or heard his name mentioned. As a matter of fact, I happened to have carried out one or two minor investigations involving the lane. It is a small world indeed.”

“Another instance of events caused by unbalanced Yin and Yang!” she said. “So you’re the very one meant to help him.”

“There’s one more thing. Here is my office secretary Jin’s contact information. I trust her implicitly. If you hear anything about X, you may contact her first. We’d better not be seen together too often.”

“Got you, Director Chen. We cannot be too careful nowadays.”

With the lambent noon light shining in through the window of his study, Chen thought he was ready to start reading the first of the three memoirs Mei had entrusted him with.

He chose, however, to go through some new information from Old Hunter first, feeling more curious about the intriguing coincidences in the background of the case.

In addition to the coincidences mentioned in the talk with Mei, X had studied English in Bund Park, and Chen had done so in Bund Park—or People Park—too. Their families were both within walking distance of Red Dust Lane.

And the two of them had entered college the same year—X had majored in Western philosophy, and Chen in English literature. Mei had explained about the unexpected choice others had made for X, but then had Chen himself made his own choice to be a cop?

His fingers tapping at the desk, his glance fell on a tiny green insect scuttling on the manila folder from Mei.

So the investigation appeared to be custom-made for him. If anyone really could help, according to Mei, it had to be Chen.

Perhaps Chen should have said no to the case concerning X. On second thoughts, Chen found X actually turning out to be like his double—in the same way that the protagonist of Joseph Conrad’s short story, The Secret Sharer, had encountered a man who could have had his life path, but for the twists of fortune—to be rather disturbing. The connection between them was mysterious and inexplicable. Chen was struck all over again by the bizarre list of things they had in common.

He glanced at his cell phone to check the time. It was ten to twelve. He might as well have the slice of cheesecake and second tall cup of black coffee he’d brought back home with him from the café. The coffee could help his thinking, though it might upset his stomach. He would like to read for a short while before deciding what his next move would be.

Chen opened the manila folder that Mei had given him, took out the personal essay Xiaohui had written for her, recollecting their first meeting, and began to read.

“The Same River: Part I”

By Xiaohui

When I was a teenager, I was one of the few people my age who occasionally attended the evening talk in front of Red Dust Lane. I did not live there, but it took me merely four or five minutes to walk over, carrying a foldable bamboo stool in my hand.

The contents of the evening talk there differed, depending on the time period and the political backdrop. During the course of the Cultural Revolution, in particular, it was out of the question for people to say anything that could have been interpreted as “feudalist, capitalist, bourgeois, and revisionist.”

In fact, in the midst of the thunderous Cultural Revolution slogans, and frenzied gong-and-drum beating as though at the end of the world, the time-honored convention of holding evening political discussions in Red Dust Lane could easily have been swept away along with the notorious “Four Olds”—Old Customs, Old Culture, Old Habits, and Old Ideas—but for Old Root’s much-needed invention. A middle-aged lane resident, Old Root was one of the evening talk’s most experienced, resourceful star narrators, and he helped it survive by custom-tailoring it into something more like “political studies in the evening,” his hand constantly waving a copy of the Little Red Book of Chairman Mao’s Quotations.

Old Root, whose class status was that of a worker, managed to pull some unorthodox tricks with impunity. For instance, he would make a point of choosing to retell stories that had been mentioned favorably by Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin, or Mao, which gave them a sort of political endorsement. So the Red Guards patrolling around the lane had to think twice about finding fault with those stories. I remember that one evening, after pointing out emphatically that Marx had quoted Dante’s Divine Comedy in the front page of Capital, Old Root recounted a romantic episode from the Italian masterpiece with great gusto.

“Marx read Italian?” I asked incredulously at the end of Old Root’s long narration.

“Yes, of course. For the writing of Capital, Marx had to do research in more than ten languages. ‘Follow your own course and let others talk’—that’s what Marx quoted on the front page of the book,” Old Root said, taking a sip directly from the purple sand tea kettle. “It’s from Dante’s Divine Comedy, as you may not know. And Marx also said on another occasion, ‘A foreign language is a powerful weapon for your battle in life.’”

It ran counter to a popular political saying during the days of the Cultural Revolution, that the more a man has learned, the more counter-revolutionary the man may turn out to be. But it was Marx who highlighted the importance of studying foreign languages, so no one could say anything against it.

Afterwards, when all the audience had left, I remained sitting alone on the bamboo stool, looking up to see the night clouds floating across the infinite sky, purposelessly, like a scroll of traditional Chinese landscape painting with a lot of blank space. Conventionally, a lot more could be conveyed in the blank space through the interaction with the viewer’s perspective. But I was not in an interpretive mood that evening.

One of the reasons I’d come to the Red Dust Evening Talk that time was that I had no idea about what to do with myself in those days.

I had just graduated from Yaojin Middle School. This coincided with the onset of the national movement of “educated youths going to the countryside for reeducation,” which was a political campaign launched by Chairman Mao. In response to Mao’s supreme instruction, millions of young people were consequently sent from the cities to poor rural, backward areas, where they were supposed to reform themselves through hard labor, and to receive reeducation from the “poor and lower-middle class farmers in the countryside.”

Still, a small number of young students claimed that they were “unable” to go there because of health issues—including me. I used the convenient pretext that I was suffering from bronchitis. Young people like me were classified as “waiting-for-assignment youths,” meaning that we would have to wait until we’d recovered before we could go to the countryside. Upon recovery, however, we still had to leave the large cities we lived in to receive our reeducation in the countryside.

At this point, out of school, out of a job, waiting, with no light at the end of the tunnel, I was literally worrying myself sick. Not to mention the fact that in terms of my class family background, I was classified as a “black puppy” because my father ran a small perfume company established before 1949—making him a “black capitalist” in accordance with Mao’s class struggle theory. As a “black puppy,” I thought my future in red socialist China was politically doomed.

Later that evening, I happened to have a talk with a neighborhood acquaintance, Yingchang. Though only two or three years my senior, Yingchang was not classified as an “educated youth.” He had already been assigned to a job in a state-run factory in Shanghai before the outbreak of the nationwide “educated youths” movement.

“Don’t worry too much, Xiaohui,” he said to me with a broad grin. “As the popular saying goes, ‘When your carriage moves close to the mountains, a road will eventually emerge.’ Worrying won’t help you at all. How about us going together to Bund Park in the morning to practice tai chi? I’ve heard the park has a tai chi corner. Tai chi and fresh morning air may prove to be helpful to your bronchitis!”

Tai chi was a popular exercise, and was “politically OK” even in those days. The park was also located not too far away from my home. It was within walking distance for both my friend and me. So I jumped at the suggestion.

As it turned out, several other young people in the neighborhood also became interested in the idea. The next morning saw a small group of us setting out, though each of us had his or her own reasons. Yingchang was eager to find an outlet for his youthful energy, which he declared was wasted in the stagnant water of the state-run factory. Sissy Huang followed, since he followed Yingchang everywhere like a tenacious tail. Meili, an attractive woman in her early thirties, who’d just turned in her immigration application to Hong Kong, found herself waiting with nothing else to do in the city of Shanghai. Wanyi, the eldest in our group, tagged along simply because the park was located close to his factory.

The morning mist appeared to be opaque-colored as we walked, and I heard cocks crowing in succession from a distance. It was against city policy for people to raise chickens at home, but facing severe food shortages at the time, a number of resourceful housewives managed to keep their chickens out of sight—in the secret corners of their shikumen houses. After all, there were so many things during the Cultural Revolution that were far more important, far more politically sensitive, for the neighborhood committee officials to worry about and check into.

“It’s like the ancient proverb says: we practice swordplay with the cock’s crow in the early morning,” I said, my steps quickening at the recollection of the legend, full of a sudden burst of exuberance. It was not just a proverb. In the third century, a young hero in ancient China had practiced his swordplay the moment a cock started crowing at dawn, declaring so gallantly, “Riding the long, long wind, we will break through waves upon waves for thousands of miles.”

“Well, people practice tai chi swordplay in the park too,” Yingchang commented, also in high spirits, heading toward the park in big, eager strides.

Bund Park was a tourist attraction in itself. In spite of its relatively small size, its location made it extremely popular with the people in Shanghai, with its front gate facing the grand Peace Hotel across Zhongshan Road, and its back gate adjoining the Waibaidu Bridge. The original Chinese name of the bridge remained unchanged, indicating that foreigners could cross the bridge for free, which had been the case since its legendary completion in the colonial years. At the Bund’s northern end, the park boasted a promenade, curving, stretching above the shimmering expanse of water that joined the Huangpu and Suzhou Rivers in the distance, with a panoramic view of vessels coming and going in the distant East China Sea.

In one of my school textbooks, I had learned a story about the park in the context of patriotic education. At the turn of the century, the park was said to have been open only to Western expatriates. Red-turbaned Sikh guards had stood stiff at the entrance like wooden puppets, and a sign on the gate had declared: No Chinese or dogs allowed. Indeed, what a national humiliation the official history textbooks had portrayed!

Under the crisp morning sky, however, it did not take me long to come to the realization that it was difficult to keep myself in high spirits like the young hero in ancient China, in spite of the proverbs and the park legend.

Nor could I concentrate for long on my tai chi practice. Tai chi places emphasis on moving slowly rather than fast, subduing the hard by being soft, in accordance with Daoist Yin-Yang principles. In the tiny clearing of the park called “tai chi square,” I soon came to the realization that tai chi did not suit me.

As the days passed, while the others made rapid progress, I kept on stumbling, wrecking one tai chi pose after another, in spite of my efforts to memorize the movements with names such as “a master strumming the lute,” “a wild horse shaking its mane,” “a hunter grasping the bird’s tail” …

For me, “a white crane spreading out its wings” became “a white crane breaking its wings.” Similarly, I managed to convey “a hunter letting the bird’s tail slip out of his hand” instead of grasping it.

It soon became clear to me that not all of my neighborhood friends were coming to the park just for the sake of practicing tai chi either.

For instance, under the white blossoming apple flowers, Meili began to date a thin, long-faced man with a fast-receding hairline nicknamed “Horse Face,” who always seemed very melancholy. “Horse Face” was always dressed in clothes that subtly suggested that he was both fashionable and wealthy. He was said to be married, yet Meili posed for him with a Hong Kong umbrella in the sunlight, leaning her upper body precariously out over the water, her cheeks flushing, her smile blossoming, and the camera flashing in his hand. In those days, few people could have a camera. Not to mention the expense of having the pictures developed in a studio.

In the meantime, my friend Yingchang set his eye on a tall, willowy girl in a different tai chi group. Without having learned her name, he nicknamed her “Graceful” in secret, possibly in reference to her pose in tuishou—push-hand exercise. Then, a couple of days later, he seized the opportunity to practice with her, palms to palms, pushing and being pushed in a slow, spontaneous flow, their bodies undulating together in an effortless effort. The moment she became aware of his ulterior motive, however, she rotated her left forearm to ward off his advance by pushing his body to the side and pressing his left arm down, and he lost balance, staggering forward and falling flat amidst people’s laughter. Subsequently, Yingchang changed her nickname to “Frosty”—too chilly for people to approach.

But I saw no point in continuing to waste my mornings like this. Standing by the river, I recalled several lines from a Song dynasty poem as I scanned the mist-mantled horizon in the distance:

East flows the grand river,

The celebrated names rising and falling

through waves upon waves

for thousands of years …

An abrupt junk phone call derailed Chen’s reading. He put down the folder with a shrug of his shoulders.

Reading the first part of X’s recollections had triggered not only Chen’s memories of Red Dust Lane, but also memories of his own youthful years. Coincidence or not, he too had sat in the audience of the Red Dust Evening Talk several times, listening to the exciting stories told by Old Root and others. Again, he wondered whether he could have met the mysterious X in the lane without either of them knowing each other. It was possible, but not probable.

Years later, one of the first major cases he had investigated as a young inspector had happened in the lane. And many years after that, the former inspector had visited the lane again as part of a serial murder case, back when so many people were suffocating, perishing under the zero-Covid policy that the CCP authorities had enforced through relentless state surveillance.

Once more, Chen wondered whether he could have met X during those long-ago days in the park, though he failed to recall anything to support the possibility. Still, X’s description of his experience of practicing tai chi in the park struck Chen with a weird sense of déjà vu.

So the case really had turned out to be tailor-made for him, as Mei had said to him in the café. With all his background knowledge about the lane, no one was in a better position to investigate X’s disappearance than the former Chief Inspector Chen—if anyone could help at all.

It was then that his cell phone started ringing again. This time, it was a call from Old Hunter.

“So you have met Mei in the café, Director Chen. What’s your opinion of her?”

“Mei is an intelligent, resourceful, and capable businesswoman. She really cares for X, so I think she is willing to pay whatever price you ask. She gave me three personal pieces of writing that may shed light on the relationship between her and X—kind of like diary entries. Two of them were written by X in his youthful years, though he may have revised them as an older man. I’m reading the first piece right now.”

“So you have accepted the case?”

“Did I have a choice? Your agency had already accepted it on my behalf.”

“I’m really sorry to drag you into it, but—”

“But me no buts. That’s not like you, Old Hunter.”

“Still, let me tell you something, Director Chen, and then you may tell me whether I had a choice either. You know my divorced eldest daughter, who totally ‘lies flat’ nowadays. Dispirited and dissatisfied with her work, she was on sick leave from her job for years. Needless to say, the money for her sick leave was far from enough to keep her pot boiling. I had to help her from time to time. Recently, her company fired her. It’s understandable that the company cannot continue to pay her for staying on leave for years.

“Now, as in the old saying, the leaking house happened to be caught in a big rainstorm. Her daughter now chooses to lie flat too, saying that she cannot find a job in the recession, and that she sees no future for herself in China. The two of them had a big fight the day before yesterday, so my burden is getting heavier. Thanks to my part-time job at ZZ’s, I can still try to help them just a little.”

Old Hunter did not have to say any more.

“My capable secretary Jin showed me several articles on the Internet about ‘lying flat.’ That’s how I know that it’s become a popular topic for people to talk about online,” Chen replied. “Young people cannot see any future for themselves in today’s socialist China. So why bother? They simply lie flat.” Then Chen added as an afterthought, “By the way, you can contact Jin first for anything concerning the investigation. I trust her. Here is her confidential phone number.”

“Yes, I’ve heard about her. I’ll contact her first, except in a real emergency, Director Chen. Detective Yu has also mentioned her to me, saying she is so devoted to you. A pretty, clever young girl.”

“Having said that this is a case I’m willing to accept, Old Hunter, perhaps you may do something to help me?” Chen asked.

“Go ahead.”

“The case seems to have a lot to do with Red Dust Lane. It would help greatly if you could do some background research on the lane for me.”

“Of course. That’s the lane where X has lived since the Tian’anmen Square tragedy in 1989, right?”

“Right. It’s on the corner of Jinling and Fujian Roads, and its back exit leads to Ninghai Street Market.”

“I’ve been to the street market before. The street still remains, but the market disappeared years ago. A high-ranking government official described the wet market as ‘an eyesore’ for the metropolitan city of Shanghai, so it was immediately moved into a multi-story concrete building on the corner of Zhejiang Road.”

“That’s good. You’re familiar with the lane and the old street market. The Red Dust Neighborhood Committee is just across the street on Ninghai Road. For the moment, don’t contact the committee. If you beat the bushes, you may awaken the snakes.”

“Got you, Director Chen. Perhaps I can find out something useful through my own connections. I’ll be extra-careful.”

After Old Hunter had hung up, another phone call came bursting into Chen’s cell phone, derailing his contemplation. It supposedly came from the Shanghai Police Bureau, requesting him to pay a small fee to process a large inheritance left unclaimed under his name. He rejected the junk call in annoyance. China was full of those kinds of swindlers these days. Scam calls had practically become an industry.

He saw the clock on the phone already indicated twelve thirty. It was time for him to leave for Red Dust Lane. Subway Number 2 would take him directly there.




DAY 2

Afternoon




“Mounting the Small Pavilion at Night, I Remember Old Friends in Luoyang”

Chen Yuyi (1090–1139)

That long-ago afternoon, we were drinking

to our hearts’ content by the Wu Bridge,

among the gallant, heroic companions,

sitting around the table …

The moonlight was shining, streaming

along the long river, flowing

in silence. Amidst the sparse shadows

of the apricot blossoms, a bamboo flute

was heard playing till dawn.

More than twenty years has passed

like a dream. I’m shocked to find

myself standing here, all alone,

taking a leisurely look

out from the small pavilion,

at the scene clearing up

after the rain.

So many things, so many,

in the past and the present,

are winding up in a song

heard from a fishing boat

drifting after midnight.




“To a Friend Who Reads Lacan”

Chen Cao

The bookmark puts you among the pages

where you wish to forget.

Nothing new under the sun, but not innocent.

Looking out the window, you see

a tung-oiled paper umbrella,

pink-pointed, unfolding

on the porch, as round

as a gigantic breast, swaying

in the damp wind.

You occupy the chair as the sight

of its shapely arms occupies your mind.

In the valley, an echo tries bringing

itself to face what it is not.




Chen stepped out of the subway, into the lukewarm afternoon sunlight. It took him only ten minutes or so to move close to the junction of Jinling and Fujian Roads. Red Dust Lane came into view.

The last time he had visited the lane was more than a year ago. Perhaps closer to two. At that time, he’d stepped into the lane for a different reason. He had heard the news that the lane, as well as its neighborhood, was finally going to be razed to the ground in the latest wave of relentless urban development. Shanghai was called an increasingly “magical metropolitan” city, so its grandiose and sublime façade had to be maintained and improved, no matter the cost. As an eyesore in today’s Shanghai, Red Dust Lane had to be wiped off the city map. Chen had just wanted to take one more look—possibly the last look—at the lane.

Little did he know that a couple of days later, with the Covid virus beginning to run amok in Shanghai, he would have to revisit the lane as part of an investigation into the death of an old inhabitant, a Renji Hospital doctor surnamed Wu, who’d been murdered in a bizarre serial murder case.

And in hindsight, of course, he hadn’t needed to visit the lane before it was bulldozed and redeveloped. X’s predictions had helped Shanghai’s Number-One Developer save her business, but her fellow real-estate investors hadn’t been so lucky. It was likely that the development of Red Dust Lane had been temporarily halted due to the housing market crash. So here the lane remained, despite its status as an eyesore.

Today, he was revisiting the lane for yet another reason, and in a different capacity—a private investigator, in secret.

He reflected that Red Dust Lane had played an important role for him, going back as early as his middle school years. He had learned a lot from attending the lane’s ‘evening talk’ when he was young. It had served as an integral part of his alternative education at a time when the Cultural Revolution’s slogans were shaking the skies. During those years, all the schools were closed down to “make revolution for Chairman Mao.”

Years later, the very same lane had happened to serve as the background of the first major investigation in his police career. It was a crucial investigation, as it contributed to his rapid rise as an “emerging Party-member officer” in the Shanghai Police Bureau.

Time shoots away with a twang, its black arrow piercing the night and soon losing itself in the infinite darkness, without leaving any trace behind in the dead silence …

This afternoon, the lane was still there, but its residents had moved away, the houses boarded up. Red Dust Lane turned out to be even more deserted, desolate than before.

No neighborhood guards appeared wearing black masks, their dull gray overcoats covered with white plastic costumes, as they had in the midst of the Covid pandemic. There was little chance for him to meet the people he had known in the old days, Chen supposed with a sinking heart.

He saw a black, gutter-wet rat scurrying through the debris, screeching in terror.

It started drizzling. He pulled down the hood of his black jacket, though the hood was unable to shield his face against all the raindrops. At least it would not be that easy for the neighborhood committee cadres to recognize him. It did not prevent a swirl of dirty dust from splashing up onto the bottom of his trouser legs, however. He bent down to roll them up carefully.

Looking up, he noticed several surveillance cameras still hung above the front entrance of the lane. Their presence must have made it hard for any Red Dust Evening Talks to go on as before.

He could well understand why elderly people might not be able to help missing the good old days, which seemed to be all gone in the rain and in the wind.

This afternoon, Chen chose to enter the lane through the side entrance on Fujian Road. Around that section of the lane, too, he failed to see anyone moving around. The lane itself was disappearing, even though its houses hadn’t been demolished yet.

Outside the black-painted shikumen doors, he saw nothing but piles of filled, half-filled, unfilled cardboard boxes, littering the dirty ground. They were rain-sodden, already decaying with a pungent smell, melting into a dirty pulp against the surrounding small pools of black water. Shaking his head, he felt more and more disorientated. A couple of boxes appeared to be fairly new, however, which was puzzling. Some people must have remained in the lane.

He had hoped that, as in a half-forgotten Greek myth, putting his feet on Red Dust Lane again might miraculously reinvigorate him. Instead, he was swamped by a huge wave of helpless melancholy.

There’s no stepping into the same river twice, Heraclitus had said long, long ago. It applied to the lane too at this moment—and to Chen himself, for that matter.

It was nothing short of a miracle that some traces of the lane remained, but it would only be a matter of time before those traces too would, like X, be vanished, buried in the debris.

And as on the last occasion, he had stepped into the lane, the former chief inspector failed to shake off the ominous feeling of being watched, every step of the way, as he walked along.

Big Brother is watching you.

Was it because he had been rereading George Orwell’s dystopian masterpiece, 1984? An echo of the horror of living in such an authoritarian society, filled with state surveillance, continuously reverberated in his head.

About halfway down the lane, Chen had still encountered no one. All the black-painted shikumen doors remained shut, shimmering against the afternoon light, as if rippling with a hardly audible elegy in the background.

So many years passed like a dream.

What a surprise—I am still here!

Chen failed to recall the exact wording of the original poem, and his steps were growing heavier. Drawing nearer to the lane’s back exit, he saw a boarded-up foot-massaging salon. There was something elusively familiar about the store, which had been converted from the first floor of an original shikumen house.

He turned and retraced his steps, and he came to the conclusion that it was a wasted trip. Nearly all the lane’s residents must now have moved away. It would have been no fun for them to live in the midst of all the stinking garbage.

To his astonishment, someone appeared like the apparition of a black cat, suddenly jumping out with feline steps from behind the boxes and bags of nondescript junk, hissing nervously.

It was four-eyed Zhang, a veteran Red Dust Evening Talk audience member. Coincidentally, they had also met the last time Chen ventured into the lane during the Covid pandemic. Zhang had told him how the inhumane zero-Covid policy had devastated the lives of the remaining people living in the lane, and had also helped him with the serial murder case he was investigating.

“Chief Inspector Chen!” Zhang exclaimed. Then he added in haste, “Are you here to work on another case?”

Chen raised a finger to his lips in equal haste, before he said in a low voice, “What a pleasant surprise! So you are still living here in the lane, Zhang? I’m no longer a police officer, as I may have told you the last time we met. I’m here because I just want to take another look at our old lane before it’s completely gone. Alas, those good old days, so memorable and filled with Red Dust Lane’s unique traditions.”

“I understand. Both of us have reached the age where we can be nostalgic. The karma of the Red Dust world is way beyond me. Paradoxically, if the Covid disaster and then the ensuing economic disaster hadn’t halted development, this lane would now be gone completely. The speed of the bulldozers was already slowing down, because the government didn’t have the funds for the ongoing project. Then the housing market crashed like a gigantic earthquake, swallowing so many developers, including Xu, China’s number-one developer. There was talk recently of potential cooperation with a Japanese developer, but they backed out of the joint venture for the Red Dust Lane redevelopment project at the last minute.”

“You’re right about that, Zhang. Just as Lao Tzu says in the Daodejing, ‘The Way that can be traveled is not the ordinary Way. The name that can be named is not the ordinary name.’”

Chen could not help thinking of Mei again, one of the few real-estate developers still surviving and even thriving in China, thanks to her strange decision to listen to the predictions of a Red Dust Lane fortune teller, that changed the course of her business.

“Well, you can afford the luxury of quoting from the classics, Chief Inspector Chen—sorry, Director Chen—but ordinary people like us cannot,” Zhang said, shaking his head like a rattle drum. “Our Red Dust Lane is no longer the lane you remember. The same could be said about other things that happen in the neighborhood.”

“Please try to be a bit more specific, my old friend.”

“For instance, the evening talk you used to be familiar with. We stopped holding those even before the bulldozers moved in to demolish the lane. You must have heard of the latest political term—‘thoughtcrimes.’ One of these so-called thoughtcrimes, according to government officials, is to ‘talk irresponsibly about the decisions made by the supreme Party leadership in the Forbidden City.’ Under a somber sky woven with evil surveillance cameras, and with the CCP government alone in a position to define and determine what counts as ‘talking irresponsibly,’ the time-honored evening talk here consequently turned out to be too full of political perils.”

“What a crying shame!’ Chen said. ‘I still remember well the dramatic, exciting narrations that Old Root used to perform.”

“He’s gone too, poor Old Root. More than a year ago, close to two, he was invited out by Internal Security for a cup of tea after one of our evening talks. A cup of tea—another new Internet term. You must have heard it. It simply means that Internal Security calls you into their office to give you a serious political warning, under the name of inviting you out for a cup of tea. The old man sank into depression after drinking such a cup of tea and passed away miserably a couple of months later—with two surveillance cameras still blinking above his door. We held an evening talk in his memory just ten days ago, but that was the first since his death—and I expect it will be the last. No one wants to be invited for a cup of tea and end up like Old Root.”

“People cannot be too careful nowadays,” Chen said mechanically, glancing around the lane with an involuntary shudder. “You can imagine all too easily what will happen if you don’t mend your ways as instructed over a cup of tea.”

“Exactly. As we all know, it happened in Wuhan to a doctor with a conscience named Li Wenliang. Li posted on WeChat a message about the fatal virus at the beginning of the Covid pandemic, but the government did not want people to know anything about it. He was then summoned into a police station for a cup of tea. So cruelly warned, and persecuted, he died shortly afterward from Covid.”

“Yes, on his deathbed, Doctor Li wrote about his horrible experience with just such a cup of bitter tea.”

“And that’s why Old Root repeatedly said to us in his last days: ‘You cannot be too careful,’” Zhang said, bowing low as if he were attending a Buddhist service for the deceased. “The remaining families are still under constant surveillance from security cameras.”

“The horror, the horror,” Chen murmured, echoing in the depth of his mind the tragic ending of a novel about the heart of darkness. It was another novel by Conrad.

“Still, now that the demolition process has been halted, I’m determined to be stuck here like a nail. For a poor, single retiree like me, what’s the point spending the compensation money I received to buy a ten-square-meter room located far, far away in the suburbs, and that only for the last five or ten years of my life? Other ‘nailed-down residents’ also refused to budge in spite of all the threats and pressure from the government.

“Believe it or not, the neighborhood committee is still here, so it’s not just the cameras keeping us under surveillance. As you know, they can be like mobile surveillance cameras, moving around all the time. Yan has been working in her office just as before, relentlessly trying to force out the lane’s remaining residents and maintain political stability, whatever the cost—”

“Zhang, let’s have a cup of wine, or a cup of our own tea, somewhere else. It’s so sad to see our old lane disintegrating helplessly into dust.”

Zhang’s mention of Yan, the head of the neighborhood committee, instantly put Chen on high alert. Yan would recognize the former chief inspector if she happened to step into this section of the lane. They had met before. So he, too, could easily turn into one of the highly vigilant neighborhood committee’s surveillance targets.

“Where?” Zhang asked.

“Let’s go to the Old Half Place. My treat today. It’s not easy for me to meet with people like you, so let’s have a good talk about the past and the people who’ve lived in the lane.”

They moved out of the back exit of the lane in a hurry. Across the road in the Ninghai street-food market, the sign of the Red Dust Neighborhood still glared across the street in the sunlight. They immediately turned right and crossed the rusted steel overpass arching overhead on Yan’an Road.

It took them just seven or eight minutes to come in sight of a two-storied restaurant standing on the corner of Zhejiang and Fuzhou Roads.

The Old Half Place had been founded toward the end of the Qing dynasty. Originally, it had been a sort of high-end club for wealthy Yangzhou businessmen who’d gathered in Shanghai. The restaurant had been known for its long history, secret recipes, and exclusive specials, but now it was known for its inexpensive yet tasty food. The restaurant charged only fifteen yuan for a plate of green cabbage fried rice cooked in a big, sizzling wok, plus a bowl of curry-flavored beef bones strewn with chopped scallions. Not too long ago, the restaurant had been praised in Wenhui Daily for its excellent service to working-class people. The article read like an echo from the Cultural Revolution.

In Chen’s memory, the restaurant was always packed with customers seeking its budget-friendly but gourmet-quality food. To his confusion, the restaurant turned out to be far from crowded that afternoon. He was also puzzled to notice that the prices on the blackboard menu beside the staircase remained unchanged, in spite of the serious inflation. In fact, Old Half Place’s menu actually sported a “half-price series” for the day. Some of the chef’s specials were incredibly cheap, and the blackboard menu also declared that the second-floor dining room, which used to demand a minimum spend per head, had canceled the stipulation.

Chen led Zhang up the vermilion wooden staircase. Few customers were visible on the second floor either. Things in China changed so fast. It was like the old saying: “A day spent in a mountain cave can last a hundred years in the world of red dust.”

But this was partly because, for quite a long period of time now, the former inspector seldom left his house. He had to keep a low profile, being still on convalescent leave, and still under constant surveillance by the government.

China’s economy had been deteriorating recently, and people were gripped by the gloom of a seemingly inevitable recession. The restaurant was empty because its regular customers weren’t in the mood to spend money as before, Chen realized, leading Zhang to a table by the window on the second floor which overlooked Fuzhou Road.

Across the street, his glance swept over to one of his favorite bookstores, which sported a large “Out of Business” sign on its glass door.

Zhang started mumbling the moment he seated himself at the table, “China is going to the dogs.”

Chen did not make an immediate comment, but appeared to be busy studying the menu.

“So many terrible things have been happening around here,” Zhang went on without waiting for a response from Chen. “The zero-Covid policy was, and still is, so disastrous, with the whole country locked down for three years. So many people perished in the pandemic, as well as those deaths caused by collateral damage, and now the national economy is in collapse. A large number of companies have gone bankrupt. It might not affect Party officials like you that much, but ordinary people—their pensions cut, medical insurance cut, benefits cut—are all discussing their ‘running strategies.’”

“Running strategies?” Chen asked.

“That’s another newly coined phrase that netizens are loudly discussing online. To put it simply, it means ‘how to run out of China.’ Some people are even sharing a pamphlet on the Internet which covers various types of running: illegal immigrant running, non-illegal immigrant running, wife-and-child-out-first running, clearance running—”

“Hold on, Zhang. What’s ‘clearance running’?”

“Selling all your belongings before running.”

“Such a variety of running strategies indeed,” Chen said, shaking his head in resignation.

In the early 1980s, China had witnessed a peak of “illegal immigrant running” out to the West. Chen remembered it vividly, as he had been involved in the investigation of an illegal immigration case along with an attractive American counterpart. The case—which Chen had filed away in his records under the heading “A loyal character dancer”—had turned out to be a complicated one. Chen’s mission was to track down a Mao loyalist, Wen Liping, a former loyal character dancer who’d vanished from a poor, backward village in Fujian province, but the case had been mired in the history and politics of the Cultural Revolution—

One of the Old Half Place’s young waitresses, dressed in a scarlet uniform, approached their table. Chen pulled himself back to the present moment. He ordered a small side dish of thin-sliced xiao pork with ginger slices, a large smoked carp head supposedly from the Yangchen Lake, a chef’s special of sizzling fried rice-paddy eels, and noodle soup made with the eel bones, which would be served afterwards.

Rather than putting on a show of offering to pay, Zhang simply thanked his host by clasping his fingers in front of his chest, a gesture of gratitude popular in traditional martial arts novels.

“Any questions, Chief Inspector Chen?”

“No, as I may have told you, I’m no longer a chief inspector in the Shanghai Police Bureau, but the Director of the Shanghai Judicial System Reform Office. I’m not carrying out a specific investigation today. But,” Chen continued, “you were just talking about the disappearance of the evening talk in the lane. It’s such a pity. Years ago, I too was a loyal audience member of the evening talk, as you may still remember. But did you say that there was an evening talk ten days ago? Can you tell me more about it?”

Zhang did not give an immediate response, frowning over his glasses as the young waitress came over to place a hot platter on the table. His lenses were as thick as the bottom of a beer bottle, shining in the afternoon light. The waitress poured a small pot of boiling sesame oil on top of the eels with a burst of sizzling sounds.

After putting a steaming hot spoonful of the fried eels, topped with chopped green onion, into his mouth and sighing a satisfied sigh, Zhang cleared his throat and launched into his narration.

“You want to know more about the last ever evening talk that happened in our lane, Director Chen?”

“It sounds intriguing.”

“Yes, but it was sad too.”

“Oh?”

“To begin with, it was held in memory of Old Root. We did not do it immediately after his death. People were terror-stricken, like frozen cicadas in the winter, and we were too scared to carry on the evening talk tradition. But with the lane disappearing before our eyes, we finally decided to hold a last evening talk in his memory before it was too late.”

“Perhaps it’s just a coincidence, but I have heard stories about a man named Xiaohui who lived in the lane. He also gave a talk that evening, right? Do you happen to know him?”

“The fortune teller, X!”

“Yes, that’s him. So you know him?”

“His name is Xiaohui, but the people in the lane abbreviated it to X when he set up his fortune-telling stall. It adds a touch of mystery to him. You weren’t there when that happened, Director Chen. But it does not matter. It’s a story I want to tell you anyway.”

“Yes, please tell me about X from the very beginning, Zhang, in as much detail as possible. That would help me a lot.”

“X moved into the lane near the end of 1989. Half a southern wing of the shikumen adjoining the courtyard was assigned to him. Perhaps this was not too bad for a bachelor in his thirties, but it was said that he had been fired from his position at a university, and expelled from a new three-bedroom apartment there.

“Fortune Teller X is one of the mysteries of our Red Dust Lane. The prefix ‘fortune teller’ sounds derogatory—at least so it was believed by a lot of people. So that’s another reason we chose to call him X.

“We did not know—not at first—what X’s life had been like before his arrival in our lane. But rumors soon spread that before the bloody Tian’anmen crackdown in the summer of 1989, he had been promoted to the position of the youngest full professor at Shanghai University. It’s reasonable to assume that he got into trouble because of the horrible tragedy in Beijing. Speculations and theories about it popped up like bamboo shoots after a spring rain. But we did not know any reliable versions or details.

“According to one of the unverified stories, after the bloody crackdown, the government wanted him to retract a statement he’d made during an interview with the Associated Press. X had said in front of the TV cameras that if the troops chose to open fire on the students in the square, then the government could not be anything but a fascist one. After the crackdown, the higher authorities urged him to retract the statement with the excuse that he had been drunk that day. He refused to take back his words, however, insisting that the interview was done in the morning, and that he hadn’t drunk—he had not taken a drop at the time. So he was exiled into our lane.

“At first, he did not come out to mix with us after he’d moved in. It was not until he’d been living in the lane for a month that he made his first public appearance, but he still chose not to mingle with us. He simply sat at a small white-cloth-covered table, a short distance away from the spot where the Red Dust Evening Talk usually takes place. The table in front of him sported a variety of pens—brush pens, fountain pens—a sheet of white paper, a green jade paperweight in the shape of a lion, a container of bamboo divination slips, and an open book. Above his head, there streamed a colorful banner declaring ‘Red Dust Fortune Telling’ like a vertical sign.

“He looked pretty much like a Daoist stepping out of an ancient mural, except that he did not wear a square Daoist cap or a long Daoist gown like in the movies.

“It was no less surprising that Old Root made a passionate speech supporting him at our next evening talk, even though X wasn’t there: ‘Everyone is fighting their own battle, with reasons not necessarily known to others. We don’t know any details about his battle, so we cannot rush to judgment as to whether his actions were right or wrong. All we know is that he’s in trouble right now. It’s possible that he did not want others to get into trouble because of him.’

“So our lane simply left him alone.

“Rightly or wrongly, in today’s China a man is judged by his success or failure. The journey from a promising young professor to a fortune teller sitting in front of the lane could not but designate him a failure.

“Besides, a fortune teller has to tell fortunes in a credible way to his customers if he is to make a living out of it. But how could X prove himself when he was unable to tell his own fortune that summer? Plus, as a learned professor of Western philosophy, how could he know much about the art of Chinese fortune telling?

“After being fired from the university, with no income whatsoever, he had to make a living for himself. We understood that, but we still wondered why he had chosen that particular profession. It wasn’t a surprise that his fortune-telling clients were few, at least for the first couple of years.

“Then we discovered that while waiting for his clients at his small table, he kept himself busy by writing something on a piece of paper, with a book spread out before him. Judging by the way he consulted a small dictionary from time to time, he could have been translating the book.

“That made sense to us. The fortune-telling business was not enough for him, so he had to do some translation work on the side. We learned that one of his old friends was giving him translation jobs in the field of contemporary Western philosophy. While not that lucrative, it helped. But X had to use a pen name for his translations, in compliance with the request of the publishing house.

“X still kept a distance from us. When a resident of the lane approached him about the possibility of tutoring his son, who was in grade school, X politely said no. We understood. He was trying not to get others into trouble.

“Occasionally, he also led some of his fortune-telling customers into his so-called ‘home office,’ which was made out of the shikumen courtyard. He even installed a heater there for the winter days. Those were probably his wealthier clients.

“Time flows away like water in the river. With the passing years, X turned into part of the Red Dust Lane landscape. Always sitting there, alone under the streaming fortune-telling banner.

“In recent years, however, he seemed to have established a mysterious base of rich or super-rich clients. They came in luxurious cars and headed straight into his home office for a consultation. They must have paid him handsomely. Most of them appeared to be middle-aged women. It was said one particular middle-aged woman had introduced all of them to his Red Dust Lane fortune-telling business, after his fortune telling had saved her business.

“In the meantime, Old Root was too old to come out to the evening talk as much as he would have liked. His health was failing fast after the invitation out ‘for a cup of tea,’ and the neighborhood committee had been paying more and more attention to our evening talk.

“On the day Old Root passed away, almost two years ago now, X appeared carrying a large flower wreath. He placed it at the door of the deceased, bowing low three times. The way he paid tribute to the old man surprised us. After all, he had never joined our evening talk.

“Some people suspected that, as someone who’d once been a professor, X could have looked down on ordinary people like us. It would not have been surprising, though, if X had heard of Old Root’s high opinion of him …

“After Old Root’s death, the Red Dust Evening Talk’s few remaining audience members had so many things to worry about that the evening talk completely stopped. Eventually, we decided to hold one last evening talk in Old Root’s memory. It was also an opportunity to bring proper closure to the time-honored tradition. We just needed a keynote speaker for the special event.

“So that’s how X came to the evening talk for the first and last time,” Chen said.

Zhang seemed to be lost in a trance caused by another wave of surging memories. He drained a cup of amber-colored rice wine without saying anything else, and was silent for a couple of minutes.

Former Chief Inspector Chen—who hoped Zhang would say more—did not want to interrupt Zhang’s reminiscences, but, as it happened, his phone started ringing again. He recognized the number. This could be a highly sensitive phone call. So he excused himself, walked out to the front of the restaurant, and called the number back.

“We were talking about the lane people holding the last Red Dust Evening Talk in memory of Old Root, Zhang,” Chen said, the moment he returned to the second floor of the restaurant.

“Yes, I am leading up to it right now, Director Chen,” Zhang said, nodding as the noodles in eel-bone soup was served on the table. “Before the evening talk, which happened around ten days ago, X had spent the day sitting under his fortune-telling banner as usual. His business has been suffering because of the demolition process, what with the dust flying high and the debris spreading around. He did not seem to be too disturbed by it, though. Like others, he would have his relocation compensation. And with the steady increase in his wealthy clients, he might have been thinking of moving his office into an upscale neighborhood. It’s rumored that quite a lot of his rich clients are consulting him about their futures—about running out of China, one way or another.

“At dusk, I was gathering on the lane with some other participants, ready to begin the evening talk. X passed us, heading toward a small convenience store located near the front entrance of the lane. One of our group inquired whether X would be interested in joining us for tonight’s evening talk, but X responded that he was just going to the convenience store for a couple of bulbs.

“‘How about joining us here on your way back? This will be the last Red Dust Evening Talk,’ another participant surnamed Pan cut in. ‘It’s been a time-honored tradition here for more than sixty years.’

“X hesitated before replying but then agreed, his brows knitted in deep lines. He even quoted from a Han dynasty scholar, saying something to the effect that when the whole bird’s nest has fallen to the hard ground, how could people expect to find an unbroken egg buried under the debris?

“‘I’m afraid you’re right. Times have changed,’ I said, with an echoing sigh. ‘Talking about anything concerning the current CCP government could turn out to be a thoughtcrime. Anything not in line with the official propaganda could land people in big trouble. We all understand. But tonight, our last evening talk will be in memory of Old Root, who was one of the founders of this time-honored tradition, and who had a high opinion of you, X. Will you tell a story tonight? Something that’s set long ago in China’s history.’

“Pan then suggested that X tell the story of the romance between General Cai and Little Phoenix Fairy: ‘It’s a hot topic online. People cannot help but feel nostalgic nowadays. It’s a story that took place at the beginning of the last century, just after the revolution in 1911. There’s nothing in it that’s to do with the current government’s politics. Indeed, General Cai is the famous revolutionary hero who thwarted the would-be Emperor Yuan’s plans to dissolve the Republic. How could retelling his love story possibly be controversial? You know the tale, right? When he was alive, Old Root kept telling us that you are a man of great learning, knowledgeable about a lot of things, whether they happened in the past or in the present.’

“Another participant of the evening talk added that the discussion of the story online was triggered by someone sharing an anonymous poem, which presented a surprising pro-Party twist at the end of the story:

Where can we find Little Phoenix Fairy today?

And where is the gallant general who won her heart

in his heroic fight for the Republic of China?

Alas, we can only find the would-be Emperor Yuan

still dreaming his spring and autumn dream

of mounting the splendid eternal throne …

“X went to the store, then came back with the bulbs in his hand. He sat down among us and narrated the romantic story of General Cai and Little Phoenix Fairy. You must be so familiar with it that I don’t think I need to retell it to you in detail. But in brief, the story is about how the general and the courtesan fell into an amorous entanglement, filled with genuine affection. Their romance happened after the would-be Emperor Yuan had declared his ambitious plan to restore the monarchy system, even though he’d already become the first president of the Republic of China.

“Suffice it to say that X performed the story wonderfully, like a professional Suzhou Opera singer. The audience applauded. I even noticed that someone took out a phone when he started speaking, possibly to take pictures of X or record his vivid narration.

“Just a few days later, however, the fortune teller got mysteriously disappeared. I am still calling him a fortune teller, even though I have never believed in the superstitious practice. Evidently, he failed to foretell his own future once again.”

“Got disappeared indeed,” Chen cut in, ignoring Zhang’s negative remarks about the fortune-telling profession. “Disappear is an intransitive verb in our Chinese language, but when it is used in the passive voice, it could mean that things happened against his or her will. A well-known professor surnamed Lu, the compiler of a large English and Chinese dictionary, has recently written to me that he was great-walled. You see, even a noun could be used in such a structure. One of the conventional rules of Chinese is that speakers should avoid the passive voice as much as possible. So it was not difficult for people to grasp the association. Ironically, the net cops have done an incredible job of enriching contemporary Chinese expressions.”

“Alas, what can possibly be said?” Zhang said. “In this age of state surveillance, people have no choice but to invent these coded expressions. They’re like cicadas trembling in the late autumn, fearful of the coming winter. It’s open to question, however, whether X’s disappearance was caused by his talk that night,” Zhang concluded, chopsticking the last piece of xiao pork into his mouth. “No one could rule out the possibility.”

“A question, Zhang. When X was telling the story, did he make any negative references or draw any unflattering parallels to the current political situation?”

“That I cannot remember. I have a vague impression that he narrated cautiously, which did not surprise me, considering the trouble he had got into in 1989. But after the narration of a story, the audience would have the opportunity to ask questions, and then it’s up to the storyteller to answer with their own interpretations. It’s a tradition from Old Root’s days. So I cannot tell whether his disappearance was truly caused by his narration during the last evening talk.”

“Can I ask you a favor, Zhang?”

“Sure, anything I can do to help, Director Chen.”

“Keep me posted about any new information that comes up about the vanished X. But not a single word to others about it.”

“My lips are sealed, Director Chen.”

After parting with Zhang outside the Old Half Place restaurant, Chen chose to take the subway home. Before he reached the subway station near People’s Square, however, Chen got another phone call from Old Hunter.

“Anything new, Director Chen?”

“After meeting with Mei in the café, I went to Red Dust Lane. I happen to know someone in the lane.”

“Did you learn anything from that acquaintance of yours?”

“He participated in the last evening talk in the lane, so he provided me with some background information. I don’t know whether it could really lead to anything. I have to do more research about it.”

Then the two started a fairly long discussion on the phone. Putting in his Apple wireless earbuds and strolling in leisure around the subway station, Chen thought he must look like an “old stick”—Shanghai slang for a well-to-do, sophisticated middle-aged man.





DAY 2

Evening




“Frontier City”

Wang Zhihuan (688–742)

The Yellow River stretching

far into the white clouds,

a single, solitary city stands

silhouetted against thousands

and thousands of high mountains.

Why should a Qiang flute play

that heartrending melody

of “Parting Beneath the Willows”?

Alas, the spring wind

has never crossed the Yumen Pass.

Located in the present-day Dunhuang County, Ganshu Province, Yumen Pass was an important pass on the borders in the Tang dynasty.




“Journey”

Chen Cao

You keep on murmuring the name

of each new platform

each time the train slows

down, as if anxious to make sure

you are not losing yourself

to an unchanging aisle with changing feet,

in black loafers, in shiny boots, in red slippers,

in muddy sandals, coming and going.

Your destination is not

on the unfolded map, nor

in the punched tickets. Here is

never where you want to be.

Snow falls in the evening.

You turn to a fly circling

the window’s corner. Every time

you raise your hand, it drones away—

only to return buzzing

around the same spot, inexplicably, like a cliché.

Overnight, the land is buried

in white. Breathing hard

against the pane, you try to wipe

the vapor away with your hand, when

the window frames your reflection,

ever returning—like a fly.




It was quite late when Chen got back home.

But he couldn’t resist the temptation to go on reading the memoir he’d received from Mei. He whistled, like one entering the dark woods, and dove back into X’s reminiscences of the time he practiced tai chi in Bund Park with young people from his neighborhood.

“The Same River: Part I” (continued)

By Xiaohui

As it says in an ancient Chinese proverb, there is no story constructed without coincidence.

Standing in the park that morning, I saw a young girl stepping over to sit on a green-painted bench. She was holding a book in her hand, and her shoulder-length black hair was occasionally rumpled by the light breeze from the river. The green bench she sat on was not far from our tai chi group.

I soon discovered that, as a rule, she stepped into the park quite early. Sitting on the same green bench each day, she was completely absorbed in her reading, hardly paying any attention to the people moving around and displaying a variety of tai chi poses. Behind her, the dew drops clung to the green foliage, glistening like a myriad of bright eyes waking up in the morning light.

It was an uncommon scene during those days. A popular political slogan at the time declared, “It’s useless to study.” The slogan contained the ideological concept that underlay the “educated youth” movement, sending millions of young students away to the impoverished countryside.

Judging by the red plastic book cover in her hand, I thought she must have been reading the Selected Works of Chairman Mao—the Big Red Book. She also kept on the bench beside her a smaller red-covered book, which she picked up from time to time. Possibly Quotations from Chairman Mao—the Little Red Book?

People in the park could not help casting curious glances in her direction. I found her far more than attractive. Her large, clear eyes, occasionally looking up from the book, radiated with a beauty from within.

My friend Yingchang, too, came to saunter around that green bench, like a solitary crow circling a lone tree in the winter. With his close-range observation, he discovered that the smaller book beside her was an English–Chinese dictionary, rather than Mao’s Little Red Book. That was strange, but he soon made another even more surprising discovery.

The book she held in her hand was not the Big Red Book, as I’d assumed. She’d simply used its red plastic cover to conceal an English book. More likely than not, it was an English language textbook with illustrations.

“It’s not too difficult to understand why someone might use such a trick these days,” Yingchang commented, grinning. “Red-armbanded park patrollers could storm over any time, demanding, ‘For what reason are you studying English in the Cultural Revolution?’”

That posed no question to me, though. For the future, in which she passionately believed—and I believed in too.

Then a question occurred to me. If she could choose to study English for the sake of her future, what about me?

I was nominally an “educated youth,” so I knew only too well about the limited education I had received.

I told myself that I could not afford to continue wasting my time doing nothing, waiting either at home or in the park in my role as a “waiting-for-recovery educated youth,” practicing those tai chi poses I could never hope to master. I decided that I, too, should start to learn something for my future, even though I could not tell what the future would turn out to be like.

For the moment, why not study English like her, in the same park, with the same river circling around, the waves lapping the same bank?

English textbooks were hardly available in bookstores or libraries in the midst of the Cultural Revolution, I contemplated, leaving the park in a hurry.

Once I was back home, I began to make inquiries, and a couple of days later, I managed to obtain a set of English textbooks from my uncle. My uncle had worked at a British company before 1949 and then had succeeded in transforming himself into an ordinary worker after 1949. The college textbooks he’d used to learn English were stuffed in a dusty cardboard box under his bed. It was an unbelievable stroke of luck for me.

The next morning saw me stepping into the park, carrying the first volume of the English textbook. I stretched energetically, then chose an unpainted wooden bench not far from hers.

That morning, she was wearing a long red jacket like a trench coat, a blaze of color burning against the verdant willow shoots behind her. Occasionally, she looked up from her English book to observe the changing scenes in the park.

For me, she was the only scene in the park I wanted to watch.

It was not easy for me to study English by myself, but I was determined to go on—particularly with her studying nearby, on a green park bench.

My new pursuit kept me away from my tai chi friends, who probably came up with all sorts of interpretations for the sudden shift of my interest. In their eyes, it must have looked as if I’d fallen hard for the girl with the red book on her lap, but I was too bookish to approach her in a direct way. So, I’d picked up an English textbook in a pathetic attempt to catch her attention.

Yingchang, the most impulsive one in the group, took the initiative to approach her. But his overtures of friendship were no more successful than the ones he’d made to the tall, willowy girl he’d initially nicknamed “Graceful”—and then “Frosty.” The following morning, Yingchang dubbed the woman on the green bench “Popsicle,” a nickname that suggested that, like “Frosty,” she was too cold to approach, though without giving away any specific details.

But for me, it was more than enough to sit on another green bench close by, from where I could steal an occasional glance at her.

I was not unaware of the implications of Yingchang’s nickname, which made me even more nervous about approaching her. There was no reason for her to be interested in a “waiting-for-assignment” youth, who was lagging far behind her in his English studies. Whatever motivations might have been attributed to the abrupt change in me, I just hoped that I would be able, one of those days, to speak to her in another language—a language understandable only to the two of us.

I wanted to ask her in English what her name was—though I was in no hurry for that—while, in the background, a vessel sailed slowly along the Huangpu River, like in a movie I’d seen long ago.

Eventually, my mother became worried that I was staying longer and longer in the park, but my father, immersed in Daoism after his retirement, claimed that doing this might be propitious for a young man like me. Using my birth date and name, and considering the feng shui of the lane I often frequented too, he predicted that a place in close association with water would turn out to be beneficial to me. And he elaborated on this, using his favorite theory of the five universal elements to support his prediction.

“Xiaohui—morning, strong sunlight, Red Dust—too much soil, you see,” my bookish father said in conclusion.

But for me, the park turned into a place imbued with a different meaning. One mist-enveloped morning, sitting at my usual seat, I saw her glancing up from her books. Our eyes met for just a second.

She was wearing a pink sweater, silhouetted against the flaming clouds in the morning sky. Aware of my gaze, she hurried to hang her head low with a shy smile, like a lotus flower swaying soft, supple in a cool breeze.

It reminded me of a short poem by Xu Zhimo.

Softly, you hang your head low,

like a water lily,

shy, trembling in a cool breeze,

farewell, farewell,

with sweet sadness in your voice,

SA YO U NA RA.

Then I happened to notice something else that morning. A stout, gray-haired old man shambled over to the green bench and sat close beside her. It was not uncommon for people to share a bench in the park, but as she was reading her English book, the old man seemed to be nodding, pointing at the open book in front of her, and murmuring almost imperceptibly when he thought no one else could see him.

A realization hit me. The old man was giving instruction to her on the park bench! I understood why the old man and the young girl had to behave in such a cautious way. In the early seventies, teaching English in a public place could have appeared suspicious in the light of the “class struggle.” Hence the deceptive appearance of the two of them, sitting side by side on the same park bench as if they were two strangers.

I decided that, instead of approaching her, I too was going to consult the old man with questions about my studies. It was not easy, after all, to study English by myself.

The old man, surnamed Rong, turned out to be a retired English teacher. The outbreak of the Cultural Revolution in 1966 had cut short his teaching career, so he ended up coming to the park instead, and quietly offering help to the young people there who wanted to learn English. Mr. Rong readily took me on as another student.

Mr. Rong made a point of talking with only one of his students at a time, wary of being caught teaching students in the park. His caution, as it seemed to me, was more than necessary and understandable.

Back then, I thought I was in no hurry to share the bench with the girl. I knew the day would come, sooner or later, for me to speak to her in English. Still, it took me less than two months to finish the first volume of the College English textbook. Mr. Rong was impressed, coming to spend even more time with me than he did with her.

The knowledge that she was sitting there nearby, learning from the same teacher, with an English textbook open on her lap, made it possible for me to progress in leaps and bounds. At times, I could not help casting a glance in her direction, marveling at the subtle changes in her under the morning light. In one moment, she appeared to be a bluestocking—I had just learned that English expression in the dictionary—nibbling thoughtfully at the top of a black pen, and the next moment a vivacious young Shanghai girl, curving her sandaled feet under her on the bench, occasionally blowing a bubble from the pink gum in her mouth, a light green jade charm dangling on a thin red string against her youthful bosom. Behind her bench, a European-style pavilion with a white verandah stood out in delightful relief.

I thought she was probably like me, just another “waiting-for-recovery” educated youth, who could afford the time to come to the park practically every morning. And I believed that one day, in the near future, I would come to learn more and more about her—and to sit beside her on the same green bench.

To my surprise, one morning at the beginning of September, she did not come to sit on the green bench as she usually did. I had been so used to the familiar scene of her sitting there. I did not think much of it—at least, not for the first two or three days. After all, it was not like being in school, where people had to appear every morning. Then a week passed without me seeing her step across the winding cobbled trail to the green bench. What could have happened to her? There was no way, however, for me to find out anything about her. I did not even know her name.

I approached Mr. Rong for help, but he knew nothing about her disappearance, and he didn’t even know her address. Mr. Rong thought her home might be somewhere close to the park in Hongkou District, but that was about all he could tell me.

Once again, the tai chi group from my neighborhood was eager to offer all sorts of interpretations about her mysterious evaporation into the thin morning air. Waving a cigarette like a magician’s wand, Yingchang predicted that I would now return to the tai chi group, crestfallen.

But I was determined to carry on with my English studies as before, though I found myself glancing up from my second volume of the College English textbook from time to time, to look over at the unoccupied green bench.

Days, weeks, and months passed. I still failed to catch any signs of her. The river kept flowing on, white gulls hovering above the somber waves, their wings flashing against the gray light, as if struggling to soar out of a half-fading dream.

More than once, I did not leave the park until the dividing line between the Huangpu and the Suzhou Rivers grew invisible in the enveloping dusk. I threw myself even more energetically than before into the world of English.

I believed that one day she would come back, to find me still sitting there in the park, on the green bench close to hers. And we would speak to each other, first in English, and then in Chinese. And I would finally find out her name, both in English and in Chinese.

In the meantime, the members of the tai chi group led by Yingchang began to drop out, one by one, like yellow leaves twirling, falling with the arrival of the autumn wind. Yingchang himself quit too, without giving a reason. None of them had turned into a martial arts master.

I was the only one left behind, alone, in the park, where I started studying the third volume of the College English. Mr. Rong, too, appeared less and less frequently there because of his high blood pressure. This didn’t pose a problem to me, though. By this point, I was able to continue studying English by myself.

Soon, I started reading English novels, with a Chinese–English dictionary lying beside me on the bench. Those romantic stories reminded me of a scene I had repeatedly imagined in my mind’s eye—sitting with her on a green bench under the still-verdant willow shoots.

American President Nixon’s visit to China in 1972 made a dramatic difference to me. After his visit, I did not have to cover my book gingerly with a red plastic cover as I had before. Radio Shanghai even launched a new English study program, though at the beginning of the program, it made a point of broadcasting a red song: “The east wind blowing, the battle drum beating, in today’s world, who’s afraid of who? It’s not the Chinese people afraid of the American imperialists, but the American imperialists afraid of the Chinese people.”

One afternoon, carrying a copy of an English novel in my hand, I mounted a flight of concrete steps up to the newly built River Watching Pavilion. Underneath the pavilion, I noticed a white-haired-and-bearded man wearing a white silk martial arts costume with loose sleeves and red silk buttons, leisurely practicing tai chi on the bank. He moved in perfect harmony with the qi of the universe, striking a series of poses, the names of which I still remembered: grasping a bird’s tail, spreading a white crane’s wings, parting a wild horse’s mane on both sides …

Would I have ever turned into such a master had I persisted in practicing tai chi? I wondered, breathing in the familiar tangy air from the waterfront, shaking my head.

Things that could have been and things that have been,

invariably point to the present reality.

I had started reading poems in English too, and two philosophical lines written by T.S. Eliot came to mind. For me, they pointed to the present moment. I could not afford to let it escape from my grasp. I might not have memorized the lines too accurately, though.

Standing on the pavilion, I reopened the book in my hand. It was an English novel titled Random Harvest, a romantic story set in a period of absurdities, cruelties, and uncertainties between the two world wars. The book contained a number of words I did not quite understand. Still, I was managing to follow the storyline with the help of the dictionary. Yingchang had told me that Random Harvest had been made into a movie. The Chinese version was called The Dream of Reunited Mandarin Ducks. The water birds are symbolic of inseparable lovers in classical Chinese literature.

By the time I’d reached the end of the novel, a fitful wind began quickly turning the pages for me. The pavilion had turned out to be too windy; it was not an ideal place for me to read. I closed the book and moved to the concrete staircase. Glancing over my shoulder, I suddenly saw her again—still in her pink sweater, sitting on the same bench, the evergreen bush behind her trembling in a breeze …

The morning comes in the arms

of the Bund, her hair dew-sparkled—

But it proved to be another young girl sitting on another green bench under a weeping willow tree. She was carrying a genuine Chinese Little Red Book in her hand and holding a pen between her lips. More likely than not, she was in serious preparation for a political speech.

Stepping down from the concrete pavilion, I thought of the ending of Random Harvest, in which the lovers finally have their reunion. Paula runs down the hill toward Smithy, shouting his name and hoping that it’s not too late for them.

At that moment, I prayed that I, too, would one day find myself running down a hill, reaching my arms toward the girl, as in that sentimental fiction.

After he’d finished reading the first part of The Same River, Chen tried to guess why X had become embroiled in his present political trouble.

Chen supposed it was related to the story X had told at the last Red Dust Evening Talk, but as soon as he’d thought of that, a problem immediately popped up in his mind. The story of the romantic affair between General Cai and a courtesan had already been a heated topic online for a while now. If the net cops, for some unclear reason, had wanted to punish the people who’d started spreading the story, they would not have targeted X.

A number of other possible scenarios tumbled into Chen’s mind.

One possibility was that an audience member could have made a “secret report” to the government authorities about the contents of X’s narration. In the past, secret reporters were generally looked down upon, but in the current CCP discourse, they were actually encouraged. After all, they had to prove their absolute loyalty to the CCP or the current emperor in the Forbidden City.

Another possibility was because of X’s past with his “anti-Party activities” in 1989. X must have been put under special surveillance over the years, and perhaps in today’s China he had turned into someone far more suspect.

Again, an unexpected feeling of déjà vu gripped him. It reminded former Chief Inspector Chen of a lot of things that might have happened to him over those years too.

Staring up at the shifting patterns on the ceiling, trying not to fall asleep, Chen wondered whether he had turned into X or if X had turned into him, his imagination wandering between the world of Bund Park with X in the background, and then seeing himself with a similar background. It was probably because he had been reading the memoir Mei had given him in the café.

Before he went to bed, the former chief inspector finally made a late-night phone call to Four-eyed Zhang in Red Dust Lane.





DAY 3




“Reminiscences of the Red Cliff”

Su Shi (1037–1101)

East flows the long, great river,

all the celebrated names rising and falling

through waves upon waves for thousands

of years. West of the ancient rampart,

is the fabled Red Cliff,

known for General Zhou’s battle there

during the Three Kingdom period.

Jagged rocks piercing the skies,

furious breaking waves banging the banks

as if thousands of snow drifts are piling up.

The scene appears so spectacular,

that it brings numerous heroes

to the fore at that moment.

I imagine how, long, long ago,

General Zhou in his days, newly wed with Little Qiao,

looked so handsome and valiant,

wearing a silk hood, waving a feather fan.

In the midst of his laughter and conversation,

the mighty enemy fleet vanished,

in the smoke and ash.

Lost in my reminiscences

about this ancient land,

ridiculously sentimental, I

find my temples turning gray too early.

Oh, life is just like a dream.

I pour a goblet of wine




“The Open Country and the Sea”

Chen Cao

I would not be the exquisite ring on your finger,

nor the fantastic seaweed-mantled obsidian you’d lean on.

So I shaped you into a delicate vase with my eyes,

and in your mouth placed fresh carnations.

Simply because of your white graceful neck,

I’d captured the color of dreams, the shape of wakefulness.

One morning, I found that I had turned to water,

with neither motion nor gesture nor expression.

“Now that it smells,” you asked me, “shouldn’t we change it?”

In the night you dreamed of open country, I of the sea.




Awake in the first rays of the morning light, Chen could hardly resist the temptation of reading the next installment of the memoir X had sent to Mei. What had happened to Mei and X?

Still sleepy-eyed, Chen glanced at the clock on his phone and found that it was only seven thirty. He thought about picking up the second memoir from the night stand when the phone started ringing.

The call was from Jin, his secretary in the Shanghai Judicial System Reform Office.

He answered, and her voice wafted softly out of the phone.

“I need to report to you about our office work, Director Chen. And I also have to bring you some important documents from the city government and other higher authorities. They’re marked urgent.”

With Chen still on convalescent leave, it sounded like a fairly acceptable reason for her to visit him at his home.

“I’m so sorry to say, Jin, that this morning I may have to go out somewhere,” Chen said, though, worrying about her frequent visits to his home. It could land her in political trouble. “How about tomorrow morning?”

“Where are you going this morning, Director Chen? I’m not far from your home right now.”

Jin could be stubborn. He knew that only too well. She was just using the office work as an excuse to see him. They both knew it.

“Well—” Chen said, getting a new idea. “If that’s the case, I think I have time to talk to you about our office work first.”

He got up in a hurry, straightened up the room, and poured water into a kettle.

Less than five minutes later, a light knock was heard on his door.

He opened the door to see Jin standing there, a radiant smile breaking out on her face, as if holding a bunch of peach blossoms in her arms. She also carried a plastic bag containing two small plastic carry-out boxes.

“Your favorite fried mini pork buns, Director Chen.”

He could not help recalling the day when he had first learned about a serial murder case he’d been asked to investigate. In the midst of the Covid pandemic, with the whole city locked down under the government’s zero-Covid policy, with millions of people dying with the virus or perishing miserably as collateral damage, she had come to him just like this, carrying the fried mini pork buns she had bought from a street corner peddler, still sizzling hot.

She changed into slippers on the doormat and then, leaving the fried mini pork buns on the table, she wrapped a hyacinth-embroidered apron around her slender waist. She appeared just like a virtuous Shanghai wife returning home.

Jin was going to do the housework for him. The embroidery design on the apron, however, reminded him of something he had recently seen. But where, he kept wondering.

As an office secretary officially assigned to Chen, Jin did not have to do all this for him—whether he was on convalescent leave or not. Still, there was nothing too suspicious about the way she visited his apartment, helping to wash the vegetables piled up in the sink, to clean up the room, and even to cook in the kitchen.

It could have been all expected of a little “sextary”—which she was not.

“You don’t have to come all the way over here to help me with these chores, Jin.”

“You don’t have to say that to me. Whatever I can do to help, Director Chen, let me know,” she said, looking over her shoulder, pouring a tiny cup of blue detergent over the dirty dishes in the sink.

“Well, as it happens, there’s one thing I may need your help with. It’s not related to our office work, though.”

“Go ahead and tell me.”

“I may have told you something about a lane I often visited in my childhood. Red Dust Lane.”

“Red Dust Lane? Right. Of course I remember it. Isn’t the lane being demolished in the waves of urban development?”

“Yes, that’s the very lane.”

“It’s also the same lane where you did the investigation during the Covid pandemic?”

“You’re right about that. Have you heard anything new or out of the ordinary about the lane of late, Jin?”

“Any new developments regarding the serial murder case there, you mean? But that happened two years ago.”

“No, it’s nothing to do with that case. I’ve just heard that there are some improvements in the relocation compensation policy. It’s the government now, instead of the developers, that calculates the compensation amount. They claim that the new way is fairer, and also more transparent. It’s possibly related to the reform of the judicial system.”

Jin was a clever girl who would be able to catch the suggestion of sarcasm in his comment.

“So I want you to do a blanket search online for the latest developments in the lane. Not just about the relocation compensation policy, but anything—everything you think you need to report to me. Especially anything that’s happened in the last two or three weeks. Things like the ‘evening talk’ of the lane, and questions regarding whether that time-honored tradition should continue.”

“Got it, my boss. I’m going to search for information about the lane right now.” Jin then added in haste, “Oh, I bought a new SIM card for you. It’s under my father’s name.”

Jin’s youthful figure retreated out of his apartment. After he’d closed the door behind her, Chen immediately placed the SIM card she had brought him into his phone. In China, people had to buy the cards through the real-name registration system—with two cards maximum per person—so that the government could more effectively keep people under surveillance.

Shaking his head, he tried dialing Old Hunter’s confidential number, but the private investigator did not pick up the call.

Chen looked up at the clock on the wall. It was nine forty-five. He was thinking about reading the second memoir Mei had given him when the phone started ringing again. It was Old Hunter calling back.

“Oh, Old Hunter, it’s Chen here. This is my new number. I was just missing your way of singing the Suzhou opera. Anything new from your side?”

“I have been in touch with a retired old cop surnamed Wang, Director Chen. He has worked for seven or eight years as a neighborhood cop in Huangpu District, which covers Red Dust Lane. From time to time, Wang goes back to the lane. The neighborhood committee continues to respect him highly because of his connections. According to Wang, the local neighborhood cops are too busy with a new tax campaign right now to—”

“Hold on, Old Hunter. What do you mean that the neighborhood cops are busy with the new tax campaign?”

“So-called Chinese socialism is teetering on the brink of bankruptcy. The CCP government desperately needs to grab money, by hook or by crook, to fill the bottomless black hole. Now they have been going all out, auditing people’s tax records for the last fifteen or even twenty years. This is done with help from the neighborhood cops, who can provide incriminating information if needed, so people have no choice but to pay back whatever ‘unpaid tax’ they owe. After all, the cops have the power to throw the people concerned into jail.”

“The centre cannot hold …”

“What do you mean, Director Chen?”

“Just a line by W.B. Yeats.”

“Your modernist poetry is way, way beyond me. But anyway, the neighborhood cop responsible for Red Dust Lane is away for the new tax campaign. With the majority of the lane residents having moved away, Yan alone is in charge of things both in and out of the lane. She may be able to provide you with the latest information.”

“Yes, she might. I met her once or twice during the Covid pandemic. But I wonder whether I should approach her at the present moment.”

“How about I make an attempt to approach her?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea either. Beating the bushes may startle out the snake. Let me do some thinking. Hopefully, I can find another way.”

“Also, Mei has sent me some materials showing how popular the romance between General Cai and Little Fairy Phoenix is online right now.”

“So she noticed that too. X was not the first one to tell the story, I’m sure of it. Nor did he post anything about it online.”

“I understand. That’s a valid point.”

“There may be something we have overlooked, Old Hunter.”

“So what shall we do?”

“We do what we can do at the moment. Perhaps we’ll be able to find another way. In the meantime, you should keep in close touch with Mei.”

“Another way …” Chen kept murmuring to himself after the phone discussion with Old Hunter.

He thought he might be able to find an alternative way to get the latest information about Yan, the head of the Red Dust Neighborhood Committee, but he was reluctant to do so. Even to think so.

Not surprisingly, he found his mind wandering back to Molong, who had been an old, loyal friend for years.

Molong was one of the top hackers in the city of Shanghai, doing secret jobs for the government as well as for private clients. More than once, he had helped the former chief inspector with his investigations. Chen knew that Molong could be trusted.

It would probably be a piece of cake for Molong to hack into Yan’s email and WeChat accounts—

But Chen still hesitated to ask the favor of Molong, even though he was quite sure Molong would be willing to help, whatever risks might be involved.

Chen kept reminding himself that he could not, and should not, take Molong’s help for granted, especially at the moment, when the somber sky was woven with the evil black bats of surveillance cameras.

It might have been a sort of ironic karma that, years earlier, Chen had managed to open the back door for Molong’s mother to get into the East China Hospital, a high-level hospital available only to the Party cadres at a certain rank, and to have the operation done for her by the best doctor there.

As an extraordinarily filial son, Molong had since never said no to any of Chen’s requests. A highly experienced, skillful hacker, Molong had repaid him tremendously in several subsequent politically risky investigations.

Things were so different now, however. Chen had been deprived of his once-powerful chief inspector position in the Shanghai Police Bureau. Indeed, he had to carry on as an incognito “PI” consultant for the moment. He told himself that he was in no position to shield Molong if anything went wrong in the course of the current investigation. As an old Chinese saying went, like a clay Buddha statue crossing the swift currents, Chen could hardly protect himself.

For the same reason, Chen did not want Jin to become too deeply involved in this investigation, either. Because of their close relationship, he felt responsible for her. She’s young, still having a long way to go in her future, even though she’d declared that she was ready to stay with him in the same boat, in spite of the rough, unpredictable sea with mountains of waves …

Nevertheless, he finally dialed Molong’s phone number.

With the pale dusk stretching out against the gray sky, Molong’s response came back.

“I have got something for you, Director Chen. In fact, quite a lot of things.”

“That’s fantastic. You have made very fast progress. I know I can depend on you. Indeed, I don’t know how I can ever thank you enough, Molong.”

“You don’t need to say that. But can you send your pretty young secretary Jin over to me? She knows me, as she sent a flower wreath on your behalf to my mother’s funeral during the Covid pandemic. You trust her entirely, I believe.”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“It’s obvious that she is devoted to you. She simply adores you.” Then Molong added after a short pause, “The wind is blowing up a storm, as a character in a martial arts novel might say. Chief Inspector Chen, you cannot be too careful nowadays.”

Chen got the message. He thought he knew why Molong preferred to meet with Jin instead of him. It made sense for Molong to be cautious. It wasn’t a good idea for Chen to be seen in the company of Molong either, but Molong had probably made the suggestion more for the sake of the trouble-besieged former chief inspector than for himself.

Besides, Molong could have learned something about the conspiracies going on against Chen too. Molong had his ways of finding things out. In other words, it would be far from safe for the two of them to be seen together.

“I’ll call Jin right now,” Chen said laconically.

He was going to dial her number when he hesitated, choosing not to make the phone call.

Because of the online search he had asked her to carry out, Jin would most likely come over to report her work to him early the next day. He concluded that it would be better for him to talk to her in person. It wasn’t safe for Chen to share sensitive details with her on the phone, even with his new SIM card.

Big Brother is watching.

After he’d spoken to Molong, Chen finally picked up the second memoir Mei had handed him at the Starbucks café.

“The Same River: Part II”

By Xiaohui

It was an early spring evening in 1988, and I had just participated in a conference of cultural studies at the Peace Hotel.

The luxurious hotel stood majestic, as always, at the beginning of East Nanjing Road adjoining the Bund. The hotel had just changed its policy of exclusively serving international tourists. Inside, I’d noticed a small picture of Victor Sassoon, the original owner of the hotel. Sassoon was no longer regarded as an evil, vampire-like capitalist, fattening himself on the blood of the Chinese people. I thought it could be another sign of unprecedented reform.

Stepping out of the hotel, I headed toward Bund Park. It was quite close. Sometimes, I found I could think better while walking alone, particularly along the Huangpu River. This turned out to be a crucial decision for me.

The Bund appeared so vibrantly alive that evening, with lovers sitting on concrete benches or leaning against each other by the bank. In China’s reform under Comrade Deng Xiaoping, romantic love was no longer seen as politically incorrect. Little wonder it was called “the bank of lovers.”

The river, though still polluted, seemed to be exhibiting some signs of improvement. Across the water, shimmering with ever-changing neon light patterns in English and Chinese, the Pudong area, east of the river, presented an impressive number of new skyscrapers popping up miraculously on the former farmland.

I walked into Bund Park through its wrought-iron front gate, then strolled across a small square toward a green-painted bench under a willow tree. It was my usual seat during those earlier years. On the back of the bench was a slogan carved out, I guessed, during the Cultural Revolution: “Long Live the Proletarian Dictatorship!” The bench had been repainted several times, though the engraved message still showed through the lapse of time.

But like everything else in the city, Bund Park too had been changing. It was now free to the public. I did not have to buy a monthly park pass. Nor were there any worker patrollers prowling around in a state of high vigilance, wearing red armbands. Two pairs of young lovers were sharing a green park bench with one another, seemingly undisturbed. They appeared to be at the center of their respective worlds.

So had I changed—from a “waiting-for-recovery youth,” out of school, no job, quitting tai chi practice to learn English by myself in the morning, to a young emerging scholar in the unprecedented reform after the ending of the Cultural Revolution.

But I did not linger around the bench, which had been once so familiar to me.

On the cool April breeze, a light melody came wafting over from the big clock atop the Shanghai Customs Building. It was a different one: light, lambent, totally unlike the familiar tune I’d heard during the Cultural Revolution, “The East Is Red.” At the time, it was a “politically red song” in praise of Chairman Mao, a song all the Chinese people had to sing in a sort of political ritual.

All was changed, like in the lines penned by Li Yu, who was a highly qualified poet but also a highly disqualified emperor in ancient China:

The flowers fall, the water flows, the spring vanishes,

and it’s a totally changed world.

But history could change back and forth, I reflected. As in a movie I had seen, a mad man in the park was beating a brass gong so energetically as he shouted, white foam gathering around his mouth, “The great Cultural Revolution has staged a comeback!”

No one could take things for granted in China.

I had recently received two extraordinary offers.

One of them had just been made to me in the Peace Hotel. The offer was that I serve as editor-in-chief of a series of cultural research books—Marching Toward the Twenty-First Century. In the hotel’s somber Old Jazz Bar, which appeared peaceful, quaint, with no performance going on for the moment, an influential publisher surnamed Ruan had told me, sipping at his coffee, that I would not have to work as a full-time editor in the publishing house if I accepted. My responsibilities would consist of selecting the topics, studying the proposals, and making the final decisions. In the meantime, I could still teach my philosophy class at Shanghai University.

The other offer I’d been made was a prestigious American fellowship for a visiting scholar. I could do my research for one year in the United States, at whichever university appealed to me. All the expenses would be covered by the generous fellowship. If I accepted, however, it meant I’d have to be away from China for at least a year. Such a prospect meant ruling out my taking charge of the series of cultural research books.

Breathing in the familiar tang from the Huangpu River, I found myself growing more inclined to accept the fellowship. It would be a great opportunity for me to continue my studies abroad. Back in those days when I’d studied English in Bund Park, such a thing had been an unimaginable dream.

Lighting a cigarette, strolling along the bank, I looked up to the starry sky above, before I let my glance fall on the neon lights reflecting on the somber waves. My mind kept playing back fragments of the earlier discussion I’d had in the Peace Hotel.

“These books will exercise their influence not only in this century,” Ruan said in the shadow of an antique lamp in the hotel café, “but in the next century as well. That’s why we want to call the series Marching Toward the Twenty-First Century. China is facing a crossroads right now, as we all know. You are the very man for the job, Professor Xiaohui.”

In the mid-1980s, in spite of the momentum of economic reform, political reform had remained an empty promise in the Party newspapers. To push the reform forward, young intellectuals like myself believed we had to find the problems at the very root of China’s long, long culture, while others wanted to introduce the latest Western ideas into China. A series of cultural, social, philosophical studies might meet both these needs. But I hadn’t responded immediately to Ruan in the hotel bar.

“At a time like this,” Ruan concluded, “we have to think about more than ourselves. If we do not push the current reforms forward, the Cultural Revolution may stage a comeback. It’s a possibility we cannot afford to ignore …”

The sound of a siren, sweeping over from the river, pierced through my memory of the discussion in the Peace Hotel. I shook my head in spite of myself.

Walking further down along the bank, I slowed my steps at the sight of a swarthy sailor coiling the hawsers for the ferry. A group of passengers were already waiting impatiently on the dock in the somber dusk, and the still-ringing siren sounded more urgent in the approaching night.

To my left, Zhongshan Road stretched on, with its long vista of magnificent buildings. Those buildings, which had once housed large Western businesses in the early part of the century, then the important Communist Party institutions after 1949, were now welcoming back some of the original Western companies. It was said to be an effort to enhance the Bund’s status in this brave new world.

For some reason, I thought of a patriotic lesson I had learned in a middle school history textbook. A young female scholar had recently proven that no one had put up a sign declaring “Chinese and dogs not allowed.” It was nothing but an ideological fabrication.

I nearly bumped into a young girl who was scampering over like a moth fluttering, blindly, towards a young man waving his hand at a turn of the bank. She was wearing a long red jacket like a trench coat. I was vaguely reminded of someone I’d seen years earlier, but the remembrance came and went as in a Tang dynasty line I liked: “Only it was already getting elusive, even there and then.”

For the Marching Toward the Twenty-First Century series, I decided I might as well include a book on the history of Bund Park, highlighting how it had changed against the colonial and post-colonial backgrounds, and in the Cultural Revolution too, with those true or false interpretations of its history. New historicist studies sometimes started with a concrete anecdote—for any books in their school, I thought that a vignette of my English studies in the park during the Cultural Revolution years would work fantastically. Exhilaration, in association with these thoughts, quickened my steps.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to dispel my conflicted thoughts as if I were engaged in a battle fought in the dark. I told myself that I had to concentrate on the decision that was facing me. Time and tide did not wait.

As I was exiting the park, I found myself turning north and crossing the bridge instead of returning home. I was in no hurry to go back to the new apartment that Shanghai University had recently assigned me through the state housing program.

Soon, I was lost in a maze of winding streets—one covered in cobblestone, the next looking like a narrow alley. I was now entering Hongkou District, I could tell, though still not too far from the park. It took longer than I expected to reorient myself. I kept on wandering as the moonlight faded behind the drifting night cloud. French poplar trees cast strange shadows in the area.

Another poem by Su Shi, a Song dynasty poet, came flashing out of the blue into my mind as I turned into another quaint cobbled street—“No Self for Me to Claim.”

Drinking late, in

and out of an inebriated doze,

I did not come back home

until after midnight.

The servant boy slept in, snoring

like thunder. I knocked,

and knocked, without success.

Shut out of the door, I stand,

leaning on my cane,

listening to the sound

of the grand river

Long, long I lament

there is no self for me to claim.

When can I ever forget

about all the cares of the world?

The night deep, the wind still,

no ripples visible on the river.

Oh, I could sail away

in a small sampan,

wandering along the rivers and seas

for the rest of my life!

Emerging out of the cobblestone street, I became aware that it was beginning to drizzle. Almost immediately, I was surprised at the sight of a tiny restaurant tucked in the corner of a cozy street. A white wooden sign dangled beneath a lit red lantern, declaring in bold brush-pen calligraphy, “Small Family.”

Perhaps it was one of the privately run restaurants, something new in the city at the beginning of China’s economic reform.

The rain was light but unpleasant. I decided to step into Small Family. As I entered, I combed my slightly wet hair with my fingers, rubbing my shoes on the doormat.

The restaurant was apparently converted from a residential room of a shikumen house, with an attached courtyard. It was cozy and comfortable, though it only had four or five rough wooden tables inside. There appeared to be a large stove, as well as some shelves, out in the courtyard.

A handsome young woman was sitting near the far end of the room, reading a magazine in the soft light at a white makeshift counter, behind which a white-painted partition wall concealed the kitchen and her family’s living area.

She rose upon my entrance, walked light-footedly over, and led me to a table by the window.

So she was the owner, the waitress, and possibly the chef all in one—and a hostess as well. She was wearing soft-heeled slippers, and a white apron embroidered with hyacinth blossoms.

I took a glance at the handwritten menu she handed over to me. There seemed to be an interesting variety of home-style cooking, including cold dishes like tofu mixed in sesame oil, diced thousand-year egg, smoked fish head, and pig ear jelly—all inexpensive, yet most likely delicious.

“There’s no knowing which direction the wind is blowing … no knowing …” Fragments of a popular song came over from a cassette player, its lyrics based on a poem by Xu Zhimo. In my college years, I had once dreamed of having a career as a poet like Xu.

“I’m not that hungry,” I said to her. “A couple of small dishes will do. And a cup of beer.”

“Yes, it’s quite late. No point eating too much,” she said with an engaging smile. “To start with, I would like to recommend chicken soaked in Shaoxing rice wine, and cold tofu freshly mixed with green onion and sesame oil. And a bottle of Qingdao beer. You want it iced or not?”

“Not iced, thank you.”

What she recommended weren’t the more expensive items listed on the menu. The choices sounded like those made in a small family. I nodded my approval.

“And how about the across-the-bridge noodles afterward?” she said, her cheeks dimpling as she continued to smile. “We will serve the chicken first to accompany your beer, and then use the remaining portion of the chicken dish as the topping for the noodles.”

“That’s intriguing. Thank you, it’s very considerate of you,” I said.

It reminded me of a folk story I had heard about the origin of “across-the-bridge noodles.” The tale was about a capable, virtuous wife who managed to serve the noodles hot, fresh across the bridge, to her hard-studying husband in the pavilion. Its success consisted in a secret method of serving the steaming soup with a layer of sizzling oil, and the boiled noodles in two separate bamboo containers, plus including a tiny dish containing a pinch of chopped green onion and white pepper. Upon reaching the pavilion, she would mix the soup with the noodles, scattering the green onions on top. That way, the noodles would not get soggy. It was said that her husband came out of the civil service examination with flying colors, attributing his success to her wonderful cooking.

Whether it was a true story or not, it was the kind of service that showed consideration for the customer—the kind I had not enjoyed in any of the state-run restaurants. This hostess’s service would surely bring in “returning customers.” After all, Small Family was her own restaurant, her own property, where she worked for herself, rather than for somebody else.

As she headed back to the kitchen to cook my order, I took out my notebook, going over the points I’d scribbled down earlier during the discussion at the Peace Hotel.

It was not going to be an easy job for me to take over the series, I contemplated soberly in the quiet restaurant.

Some of the topics for the series would be controversial, or politically sensitive. As its editor-in-chief, I could not but bear the brunt of that. So far, the authorities had been fairly tolerant, though not pleased with my speeches at times. The political weather in China could turn so dramatically overnight. I had to constantly walk a tightrope. But then I thought about the possible inclusion of a book about Bund Park in the series. It would be a truly meaningful one, including all the changes and reform that had happened in China in the last few years. I took out of my briefcase an English book on Shanghai’s history.

The dishes appeared from a tray she was holding in her slender, sinewy fingers, transferring them onto the white-clothed table. She remained standing next to the table once she’d served them, as if waiting for my approval, her hands crossing each other in front of her dainty apron.

I raised my chopsticks. The chicken was tender, with an unmistakable suggestion of the special rice wine fragrance. The cold tofu flavored with chopped green onion and sesame oil was delicious too. Both of them proved to meet the multiple requirements of color, smell, and taste for a self-proclaimed gourmet like me. And the beer, fresh and cold, soothed me, with bubbles on top. It was an almost perfect meal for an early spring evening.

She then went back to her reading behind the counter.

Sipping at the beer, I found my mind wandering away, unexpectedly, to a short story by Yu Dafu. It was titled “The Evening Intoxicated with the Spring Breeze.” Was it because of the attractive woman reading behind the white-painted counter? I tried hard to ridicule myself out of the sentimental mood.

I then pulled my thoughts back to the decision I had to make between the two offers. Each of them appealed to me in its own way. But with the bubbling beer cup in my hand, another thought burst into my mind. After ten years mostly wasted because of the Cultural Revolution, I had not even received a comprehensive, proper education in high school—in fact, I hadn’t even attended middle school in the strict sense of the word—so my education was far from complete. Because of that, I would not be able to go far in my career—not as far as I would have liked to. And the prestigious scholarship would enable me to learn more in an American university. I took out a pamphlet with details about the fellowship introduction, as well as a small notebook.

I took another sip of beer, and then I caught sight of the woman moving back to my table, holding a bowl of noodles in a wooden pallet tray. Then she tossed the remaining chicken on top of the noodles as in that ancient legend. And on the pallet tray, I also saw a small bowl of green grapes.

“It’s on the house,” she said.

“Such an excellent meal,” I responded sincerely. “Your business must be good during the day.”

“Not bad, thank merciful Buddha. We have some house specials here. For instance, the spicy fish head pot. It is cooked with live fish shipped directly from the Thousand Island Lake. A number of customers come back just to eat this special pot. But it’s a large pot, it’s late, and you already have your noodles.”

She cast a curious look at the English pamphlet on the table, hanging her head low, startled, like a shy water lily in a cool breeze—

And something like recognition came to me—hesitant initially, like the dew drops in a morning haze. A memory of the way the girl on the green bench had reacted when she first became aware of my attention toward her in Bund Park …

The gesture struck me as so familiar. It was her—the girl studying English at Bund Park in the morning, who had since turned into something like an inexhaustible source of inspiration. For me, the subsequent changes came—albeit indirectly—through that first link in the long, long chain of causality.

The memory of those dew-decked mornings in the park had sustained me through the difficult years of the Cultural Revolution, and then led me to the highest score in English in the college entrance examination, which had been restored after the Cultural Revolution in 1977.

After four years in college, it was also because of my extraordinary command of English that I was admitted as an MA student of contemporary Western philosophy, and finally offered a position as a professor.

My glance fell in confusion, as if anxious to avoid her eyes, tumbling down to her bare feet in the slippers, her red-painted toenails flashing like fallen petals in a dream.

No one is a tree,

standing entire of itself.

The wind that breaks the petals

also breaks me.

But after the lapse of more than a decade, I did not think I could be one hundred percent sure that it was her—not just because of one casual gesture.

“Excuse me,” I said, finally pulling myself together. “If I am not wrong, I think I may have met you before—years ago.”

“Really?”

“Did you happen to study English in Bund Park in the early seventies?”

“Yes, I did, but it wasn’t any serious study—it was just for a couple of months.”

“Do you remember a young man who also studied there? He sat on a green bench close to yours.”

“A young man who also studied there—” She sounded dubious, looking me up and down.

It was understandable that she did not remember me the way I remembered her, I assured myself.

“There … I think I do,” she said with a subtle change of expression on her blushing face. “So you were the one also learning English from Mr. Rong?”

“Yes, that’s me. You were my role model. That’s how I came to study English in the park in the first place,” I said emotionally, rising to face her. “Thanks to those days in Bund Park, I passed the first college entrance examination that took place after the Cultural Revolution in 1977. Now I’m teaching at Shanghai University.”

“Oh, congratulations!”

“I was, and I still am, so grateful to you. All these years, I have looked for you in colleges,” I said. It was true that I had made several attempts to find her in a number of colleges, believing that she must have been studying like me, but without success. “Little did I think I would meet you this evening! Oh, how’s everything with you?”

“Not too bad. We started our business earlier than others, so we have quite a number of regular customers. Hopefully, we’re going to expand soon.”

She sounded vague, speaking exclusively of her restaurant business.

I was at a momentary loss for what else to say. A short spell of silence engulfed the room. She remained standing there, her black hair held back with a dark blue cotton scarf, her face slightly pale in the lamplight.

We had begun on the same starting line, so to speak, but what now? She was a getihu—an “individual business licensee.” Hardly a positive term—in fact, downright derogatory—in China’s socialist discourse.

In mainstream newspapers, it was still debated whether individual business owners like her played a significant role in China’s economic reforms. Perhaps as a sort of barely legitimate supplement to the central-government-planned economy, helpful only to a small number of jobless people.

Was she going to spend her life like this—cooking and serving in the eatery, day in and day out, wiping all her dreams and wishes away with her apron?

At that moment, I failed to connect her with the girl studying English on the green bench in Bund Park.

I recalled something said by Yingchang, my tai chi companion in the park those days: “She’s really one for you.”

I had never admitted it to myself. At that moment, however, I was no longer too sure about it. Otherwise, I would not have been so shocked by the change in her.

In existentialism, one may be said to be no more than the sum total of his or her choices, but one is not always able to choose freely—at least not in China. Would it be fair for me to hold her responsible for the choices, and, consequently, for the changes?

I did not have an immediate answer to the question.

There must be a story behind her long journey, however, from Bund Park to the Small Family restaurant. Was she going to tell me anything about that journey?

A Wittgensteinian paradigm was flashing through my mind again: What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.

But there was another question which, if left unanswered, would most likely haunt me for years.

Could my appearance in the park, no matter how inadvertently, have caused her disappearance? In the lambent light of the restaurant, the question seemed to be growing more urgent for me. For I had pondered over her abrupt disappearance in the park and conjured up a variety of interpretations for myself.

For one, she could have been bothered by my presence—possibly taken as an unwelcome advance from an unknown young man, even though I had never made any steps to approach her.

Or, in another scenario, could she have left because our shared teacher, Mr. Rong, chose to spend more time with me than with her because of my rapid progress in my English studies?

I pulled out a chair for her, and she sat down facing me. We were sitting even closer than we had in the park, yet with the cups and dishes between us.

Instead of asking any questions, I began to tell her how she had been my inspiration, and how she’d sustained me through all these difficult years.

She listened to my narrative without interrupting, except to rise to add water to my cup. She leaned slightly forward on the table, her slender fingers touching the greenish grapes, breaking one off in spite of herself.

My narrative could have sounded ironic to her. After all, what about the person who had initially inspired me to go to the park in the first place?

In the silence that followed, I heard a faint sound coming from the back of the restaurant. It sounded like some crabs struggling around in straw, in the sesame-covered wooden bottom of a large pail.

“My husband occasionally snores,” she said in an embarrassed voice. “He and our son Qiangqiang sleep in the back, in the retrofitted attic.”

It was pretty much as I had suspected. A family restaurant—with the family living behind the partition wall that separated the business area. Needless to say, it was none of my business.

Then she began to tell me about what had happened to her over these years.

Like me, she was a “waiting-for-recovery educated youth” during the Cultural Revolution. It was simply out of boredom that she went to the park, where she happened to see an old man reading a copy of Quotations of Chairman Mao in English. Curious, she asked him a couple of questions about the English language, and he offered to help. So she started studying English in the park.

It was not easy, however, for a young girl to study in a public place in those days. One of her neighbors must have seen her holding an English book in the park. Speculations began surfacing in her neighborhood. Her worried parents had a serious talk with her. She had imagined that English would be useful one day. Only, “one day” appeared to be too remote a possibility, and she did not want to fight with her parents. She tried to continue her studies at home, but it proved to be impossible, what with all the distractions imaginable in one single small room. As the only daughter in her family, she had to go to the farmer’s market daily in the morning, and then cook for the whole family, plus she had to take over all the housework when her mother suddenly fell sick.

After the Cultural Revolution ended with a whimper in 1976, she did not try to take the college entrance examination like me. She considered herself unqualified, having wasted all those years. She got a job in a neighborhood workshop instead, and married a co-worker there. In the early eighties, her husband suffered a severe work injury and was unable to work like before. She, too, quit her job to help him run the Small Family restaurant.

And that was what had happened to her—all the way to the present moment.

She spoke in a subdued voice. It was not just because of her family sleeping behind the thin partition wall, I guessed.

Hers was not much of a story. At least, not a story of success. Not a story she would boast and brag about in today’s China, which had started to incline toward a materialistic society.

I was also disappointed because of my total absence from the story.

It was true that those earlier “speculations” of her neighbors about what she’d been doing in the park at the time could have involved me—given the fact I’d been sitting nearby, and holding a book too, like a park-mate of hers.

In retrospect, life seemed to be so full of ironic incidents caused by misplaced Yin and Yang—my misplaced interest in tai chi, the misplaced imagination on the green bench, the misplaced speculation … One thing led to another, to still another, and the result could hardly be recognized.

Would it have been better had we not met this evening like this?

“Oh, it’s late,” I said abruptly.

“Don’t worry. We stay open till twelve—”

But it was already past twelve. The tofu, no longer fresh-looking, appeared watery, pathetic in the dish. Half of the chicken remained untouched. I did not want to try the cross-bridge noodles.

“I’m afraid I have to leave. But it’s so nice to meet you again this evening,” I said. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help you.”

That sounded so empty even to myself. And condescending too. What could I possibly do for the small restaurant?

She walked me to the door. It was dark outside, with only one street lamp gleaming on. A violin melody came rippling over, intermittently, from a window above the curve of the winding deserted street.

I said goodbye to her, and then handed her my business card. “Keep in touch.”

“Sorry, I don’t have a business card. My name is Mei.”

I turned to walk away. Looking over my shoulder after a dozen steps, I failed to catch another glimpse of her retreating into the light of Small Family.

I stood still for a short while.

I was about to resume walking with a whistle, melancholy in the night, when I heard steps approaching me in a hurry from behind.

It was Mei who’d come catching up with me, holding a small notebook in her hand—the one I had accidentally left behind on the table.

“It’s yours, Xiaohui. You were writing something on it.”

“Thanks. It’s about a project I may not—” I did not finish the sentence, aware of the light glistening in her clear eyes.

“I looked at your card,” she said earnestly, still grasping the notebook. “I remembered once seeing you on TV. You’re doing something meaningful for our country. Please carry on—not just for yourself, but for others not as lucky as you.”

I was surprised at her words, which somehow touched a chord deep in me—still reverberating now, after all these years.

“But I think I have now made up my mind,” I said deliberately, “after tonight’s reunion.”

Yes, I thought I would choose to stay in China and take on the project of Marching Toward the Twenty-First Century. I was lucky—because of her. So I owed it to her. I had to work hard for the passionate ideals we had once shared when studying together by the same river in Bund Park.

I decided I would send her a set of the books upon completion of the series. She would understand. There would be a meaning, perhaps, in the loss of the meaning.

It was then I heard another siren coming from the river, shrieking, and then fading in the surrounding darkness.

Chen noticed that there was also a poem at the bottom of the memoir. Possibly a mixture of the personal with the impersonal, from a writer’s perspective. It could have been added later on.

In a Small Family Restaurant

Beside a wine barrel

a poster of Chinese virtues:

a smiling smudge on her cheek,

my wife is peeling an orange

for a wealthy customer, wiping her

hands on a jasmine-embroidered apron.

“Having such a family restaurant,

I need no more dreams.”

I, too, start nodding

in the poster, dutiful

to the weather-beaten signboard—

Small Family Restaurant.

Washing possible recollections

from a greasy mop, I’m ladling

my fantasies out of the wok.

Day after day after day,

night after night after night

life breathes as if in the little

freedom through a not-too-tightly

corked bottle, issuing silence …

When he had finished reading the second memoir, the former chief inspector was lost in reveries for quite a long while.

But Chen had come to a better understanding of why X had made the decision to stay on in China to work on the Marching Toward the Twenty-First Century series, and how he landed in trouble after the Tian’anmen crackdown in 1989.

To a better understanding, too, of why Mei had offered such an incredibly high figure for the retainer fee.

But Chen still failed to visualize X’s fall, step by step, into a life of poverty, working as a fortune teller in Red Dust Lane.

Whatever the details of his fall were, however, X had paid the price for what he really believed in.

Chen’s glance fell on several toy soldiers standing motionless on the bookshelf, shining in the late-afternoon sunlight that stumbled in through the white plastic blinds.

He tried to recall the contents of his conversation with Four-eyed Zhang again, as if replaying a recording in his mind. He tapped on the stop sign a couple of times. There could have been something he had missed—something important for his present PI job. The former chief inspector knew he had no choice but to check, and double-check.




DAY 4

Morning




“Thoughts on Traveling at Night”

Du Fu (721–770)

The breeze swaying the lanky weeds

on the shore, a solitary boat

moors deep in the night,

its mast looking perilously high.

All the stars appear as if

suspended from an immense expanse,

the moonlight keeps surging,

rolling on the wide river.

Alas, with only a pathetic name

achieved by my writing,

old, sick, I do not lament the loss

of my position. Drifting, wandering,

wondering where the destination is,

a solitary sand-gull wings

between the sky and the earth.




“The Sunlight Burning Gold”

Chen Cao

The sunlight burning gold,

we cannot collect the day

from the ancient garden

into an album of old.

Let’s pick our play,

or time will not pardon.

When all is told,

we cannot tell

the question from the answer.

Which is to hold

us under a spell,

the dance or the dancer?

Sad it’s no longer sad,

the heart hardened anew,

not expecting pardon,

but grateful, and glad

to have been with you,

the sunlight lost on the garden.




Around nine o’clock in the morning, with a light knock on the door, Jin once again stepped lightly into Chen’s apartment. As before, she was carrying a container in a plastic bag.

“I took a taxi today, Director Chen. My mother has just fried a lot of spring rolls stuffed with sliced pork and Chinese cabbage. She insisted on me carrying some rolls over to you. The snack was fried with fresh oil, not with the gutter oil from those black-hearted eateries. You don’t have to worry about it at all. Take one. They’re still hot and crisp.”

The fried spring rolls, another of his favorite Shanghai snacks, looked golden and enticing in the dazzling morning light.

He picked up one hot roll with his fingers, took a large bite, and exclaimed with great gusto, “It’s so delicious with sliced pork and sliced Chinese cabbage inside. That’s a typical Shanghai flavor. Say a thousand thanks to your mother for me, Jin.”

Perhaps more surprisingly, the gift might have contained a subtle message that Jin’s mother approved of her frequent visits to his home.

“No need to hurry like that. I’ve brought you a pair of chopsticks. She also wanted me to carry a tiny package of ginger-infused Zhenjiang vinegar for the spring rolls,” Jin said with a giggle.

She could have had a showdown with her family. Eventually, her parents could have acquiesced to the relationship between Jin and her boss, in spite of their concerns regarding the age difference. More likely than not, it was because of her determined attitude.

Or because of his crucial help to Jin’s father under the zero-Covid policy a couple of years ago?

As before, Jin changed into the pair of slippers resting on the doormat. Instead of heading to the kitchen, however, she chose to sit beside him on the green section sofa in the living room.

It was like the scene X had dreamed so much of—sitting with Mei on the green bench in Bund Park in their younger days. But the former chief inspector hastened to yank himself out of the rambling association.

“I need to report to you in person about a lot of office work and materials today, Comrade Director Chen,” she said in an “office tone,” just like a hard-working secretary in the office.

“I truly appreciate your help, Comrade Jin. I have made an appointment with my doctor for a regular checkup next week. Hopefully, he’ll soon allow me off convalescent leave.”

“No need to hurry. You deserve a long, proper break. And I’ll keep reporting to you as always, you know.”

“As in the ancient line, Jin, it’s so hard to pay back a favor from a beauty like you.”

“Come on. Enough of your bogus compliments. Here is some of the material I need to explain to you in person.”

“Yes, please go ahead,” Chen said.

“Quite a number of housing projects were proceeding at full speed before the Covid pandemic. Including the Red Dust Lane redevelopment you’re so familiar with.”

“You are right about that. So, what did you find out about the proposed Red Dust Lane redevelopment project in your online research for me?”

“Because of the strict lockdown and zero-Covid policy, China’s economy suffered disastrous losses. Particularly in the housing market. China’s number-one developer, Henyuan, who’d taken out incredibly huge loans when all was smooth sailing, stretching themselves to the limit, now had no choice but to declare bankruptcy.

“The Red Dust redevelopment project also screeched to a sudden halt. A large number of the lane’s residents had already moved out, using their relocation compensation to buy new apartments in the faraway suburbs of Shanghai, but with the unexpected housing market crisis, property values are shrinking dramatically. A Japanese co-developer recently pulled out of its investment. The few lane residents remaining don’t want to jump into a falling market.”

That confirmed what Chen had learned from Zhang in the Old Half Place restaurant.

“There’s little wonder about it, Jin. For decades, ordinary people in China believed that the state-controlled housing market would keep rising and rising non-stop, and that it would never crash.”

“As it seems to them, the best way to keep some of their value is to remain in the lane. Because of its extraordinary location, their properties would not lose value so drastically.

“And for Red Dust Lane itself, I would just like to mention another thing. Gossip online says that Yan, the head of the lane’s neighborhood committee, is finding herself in an existential crisis. Once the lane is gone, its committee and its cadres will disappear too. So Yan and her colleagues have to prove their value by making numerous reports to the higher authorities. This may not be unrelated to the problems I have just mentioned.”

Jin could be so perceptive. Chen nodded without comment.

“Anyway, the evening talk of the lane had to be terminated as a result of ‘discussing government policy irresponsibly.’ I also found a post about someone in the lane who attended the lane’s last evening talk and was recently disappeared, but the post mentioned it in just one sentence. It didn’t even share the man’s name.”

“Thank you so much, Jin.”

She then stood up, kicked off her slippers, and turned to the kitchen. “I’ll sweep the floor, and then cook a couple of dishes. I’ve just learned two or three new recipes online. You’re a well-known gourmet critic, so I’m looking forward to your opinion.”

Chen found himself suddenly tongue-tied, gazing at her retreating supple figure, at her bare heels shining pinkish in the afternoon light.

“But hold on, Jin. I’m sorry to say that I have something else urgent for you this morning.”

“What’s that?”

“You remember Molong?”

“Yes, I do. I remember him well. His mother died of Covid. And you asked me to send a flower wreath to the funeral home on your behalf. It was about two years ago, right?”

“Yes, here is Molong’s updated contact information. Go and see him today. He will give you something confidential.”

Jin came back from Molong about three hours later with a package in her hand.

It contained two parts. One part consisted of Molong’s analysis of the situation. And the other part was a recording of audio information Molong had obtained through hacking.

Jin took a pair of wireless earbuds and silently put them in Chen’s ears. Her soft fingers lingered on his ears.

Pressing a key, Chen started listening as she headed into the kitchen.

The sound from the earbuds was so clear while blocking out the noises from the kitchen, where Jin was starting to fry something in a large wok. He thought he could already smell a delicious smell.

Molong’s analysis of the dire situation facing the Red Dust Neighborhood Committee, as well as Yan, proved to be generally sound.

But some of the detailed information Jin had carried back for him more than startled Chen. Again, it reminded him of the beginning of Yeats’s “The Second Coming,” one of Chen’s favorite poems. He had translated the poem into Chinese, which so vividly applied to present-day China.

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

It was particularly poignant at this moment in Red Dust Lane. Then the tape rolled on to a WeChat recording of what appeared to be a private talk between Yan and her daughter, nicknamed Tiny Sparrow, concerning the last Red Dust Evening Talk as well as X.

Tiny Sparrow: “Why have you been so busy over the last few days, Mom?”

Yan: “It’s a long, complicated story. For one thing, it’s more and more difficult for young people like you to get a job nowadays. Luckily, I am still able to let you share some of the system benefits thanks to my position. But the disappearance of the lane is just a matter of time. Once the lane is gone, so is the neighborhood committee, and then, like you, I too shall be out of a job. Things would be really hard for our family.”

Tiny Sparrow: “But what can we possibly do? The economy is collapsing before our very eyes.”

Yan: “Do you know anything about X, the fortune teller in our lane?”

Tiny Sparrow: “The bookworm with a streaming banner reading ‘Red Dust Fortune Telling,’ who works in front of the lane?”

Yan: “That’s him. But he has been much more than a bookworm. In 1989, X participated in the student movement protesting against our Party government. He was very active at the time. He condemned our Party government as fascists for the bloodshed in Tian’anmen Square. He declared so in an interview with the foreign press. Needless to say, he was subsequently fired from his job as a professor at the university, deprived of the three-bedroom apartment assigned to him there, and demoted all the way to half a wing room in our lane. But he never really repented. True, he’s fired from school, but he did not have to choose the fortune-telling profession.”

Tiny Sparrow: “That’s strange indeed.”

Yan: “More likely than not, it’s his way of making a protest in public. But your grandma was serving as the head of the Red Dust Neighborhood Committee at the time, and I did not know a lot of details. By the time I inherited her position, X seemed to have established a small client base. He did not make too much trouble in the neighborhood, so we just let him be. That is, until the last Red Dust Evening Talk held in memory of Old Root, about ten days ago.”

Tiny Sparrow: “I happened to be stepping out of the lane that evening, and noticed a group of elderly people sitting there. But I don’t think I spotted the fortune teller in the group.”

Yan: “X might not have arrived by then, but he was definitely sitting in the audience that evening. It’s weird that he had never participated in the evening talk before. That evening, however, he was the storyteller or the keynote speaker there. With political stability so emphasized and reemphasized by our Party government, I crouched behind the public trash bin and listened for a short while. It sounded like he was telling a romantic story from the beginning of the last century—that of General Cai and Little Phoenix Fairy. I listened for quite a while, but I didn’t catch anything politically sensitive, so I left.”

Tiny Sparrow: “What happened then?”

Yan: “Back home, I failed to fall asleep. Fragments I had overheard there began to come together in my mind. Some of the things X repeatedly mentioned in his talk were the emperor, the change of the constitution, the monarchy dynasty, and its relevancy to today’s China.”

Tiny Sparrow: “I’m lost, Mom. After all, the story he told happened such a long time ago!”

Yan: “You’re still so young. The Cultural Revolution started with the criticism of a new Beijing opera titled Hai Rui Lost His Official Position Because He Criticized the Emperor. That story happened in the late Ming dynasty. Some black intellectuals attacked Chairman Mao through devious, sinister allusion. It was commonly known as the prelude of the Cultural Revolution. The same could have been said about the romantic story as narrated by X.”

Tiny Sparrow: “But X was not the first one to tell the story, Mom. I read it online—more than a month ago, I remember.”

Yan: “With X’s historical problem in 1989, we can safely assume that he was retelling the story full of sinister intentions at this critical juncture. Afterward, I spoke with some of the audience at the evening talk. Sure enough, this further strengthened my suspicions.

“In 2018, our Party had a grand convention, in which the CCP constitution was changed, including the abolition of the term limit for the supreme Party leader. This was said to be a decision made to guarantee the smooth continuation of China’s development into a super-powerful country. Nothing wrong with that. Not at all. Things have been changing dramatically all over the world, and China needs to have a wise, strong leader to keep our policy consistent. Some intellectuals stood up against the change, and they were silenced. Needless to say, it’s not for us to irresponsibly discuss the decisions made at the very top.

“Some of the audience I interviewed afterward in the lane told me that while listening to X’s story in the evening talk, they were aware of its relevance to China’s politics today.

“So I had no choice but to make a report to the highest authorities. I am a loyal Party member. It’s my responsibility …”

Chen took in a sharp breath toward the end of Yan’s talk with her daughter. It sounded like a whistle made by someone about to enter the deep woods on a pitch-dark night, as if trying to embolden himself.

Yan was perhaps a nobody. But such nobodies were numerous in China. There were at least ninety million CCP Party members. Not to mention the brainwashed former Red Guards and the present Little Red Guards, as well as some others equally brainwashed. They simply identified themselves with the Party system, without doing any independent thinking, content with the material benefits and personal values they took for granted from their total identification with the CCP system.

Chen took out a cigarette, but he thought better of it when he heard the clinking of the pots and pans in the kitchen. Jin was still busy working there. She did not like his smoking.

So he went on listening to the other recordings on Jin’s phone, forgetting about the flow of time.

Chen then began reading an email Yan had sent to her Party boss concerning the last evening talk.

Dear Party Secretary Kang:

I am writing to you today to report a serious political case happening in our Red Dust Lane. Xiaohui, nicknamed X, a resident of the lane since 1989, when he landed himself in big political trouble because he condemned our Party government vehemently as fascist during the summer of that year. So he was fired from his professor position at Shanghai University, and deprived of the three-bedroom apartment that had been state-assigned to him. Thanks to our Party’s generous policy, he was assigned half a wing room adjoining a shikumen courtyard in the lane.

Instead of finding a decent job for himself, however, X set up a fortune-telling stall near the lane entrance. It was commonly believed that he chose to do so as a deliberate, open protest against our great and glorious Party. The neighborhood committee checked into his business license. It was issued in the name of “Studies of Book of Changes: The Tradition Daoist Oracles.” So at the time, we decided just to keep an eye on him at a distance. We also learned that he was translating Western philosophy on the side, but that appeared to be no big deal since it could pass censorship and get published in China.

Around ten years ago, X seemed to have established a small yet solid client base. Curious to say, most of his clients turned out to be rich middle-aged ladies, driving luxurious cars, and bringing fresh flowers as well. Still, that’s none of our business. He did not mix much with his neighbors in the lane, so we did not worry too much about it. It was not until about ten days ago that the monstrous, evil gray wolf finally revealed its long, hairy tail.

I may have reported to you earlier about a time-honored tradition in our lane—the Red Dust Evening Talk. A group of middle-aged or elderly people would sit out in the summer evenings, when it was too hot for them to stay inside in their small, crowded rooms. So they gathered in front of the lane, enjoying the cool breeze, telling stories, cracking jokes, gossiping, and whatnot. Fewer and fewer people choose, however, to do so nowadays. A lot of the families have installed air conditioning at home. They do not have to hang out in the open as before. As for young people, they prefer to chat through WeChat or to play games online.

What’s more, with the majority of the lane residents having already moved away due to the Red Dust redevelopment project, the remaining people are no longer in the mood to do the evening talk, with the continuous commotion of the roaring bulldozers.

A few days ago, however, some remaining lane residents held one final evening talk in memory of Old Root, a deceased lane resident. They also aimed to bring the lane’s time-honored tradition to a formal closure.

Who would have thought that X, too, would appear there? Actually, it’s the first time that he’d participated in the Red Dust Evening Talk. Not only that, he also turned into the storyteller for the event.

That evening, X told a story about the romance between General Cai and Little Phoenix Fairy. The story is quite well known. It was made into a popular movie titled Music Understanding in the early eighties. Perhaps there’s nothing wrong with the story in itself. But why had X chosen to narrate that particular story, with an unmistakable emphasis on its relevance to today’s China, particularly with its obvious political allusions?

In the final analysis, it was a frenzied attack against our Party government in the disguise of a long-forgotten romance set at the beginning of the last century. His tale was full of evil, sinister allusions.

X was by no means simply retelling a romantic tale that happened a long time ago. He repeatedly mentioned “today’s emperor in the Forbidden City.” And he also mentioned someone thrown into the prison because of his satire against “the contemporary emperor who changed the constitution so that he could rule forever.” It was definitely a vicious jab against the change in our Party constitution regarding the term limit for the supreme Party leader in Beijing.

At this moment, our Party government is facing many complicated challenges in a fast-changing international situation. We have to keep our vigilance at the highest level. X seized the opportunity to launch an attack against our CCP government. Given X’s anti-Party history, there would be a convincing case to target him as an example to be punished, in the interests of political stability.

A Revolutionary Salute,

Sincerely Yan

P.S. Also, I have to mention something else that is possibly related. Our lane has witnessed several suspicious visitors of late. One could have been a high-ranking police officer, talking with a deplorable lane resident surnamed Zhang. I believe I recognized the officer, whose image was caught on our surveillance camera, even though his face was partially covered with the hood of his rain jacket. So I dug out the surveillance recordings for a much longer period to double-check. Sure enough, he had appeared on an earlier tape. He is the director of the Shanghai Judicial System Reform Office, surnamed Chen.

We have to ask this question: Could Chen’s visit to the lane be connected to X’s case?

So that was the version of events that Yan had reported to her Party superior.

Chen took in a sharp breath. He was scandalized to learn that Yan had submitted such a false report to the higher government authorities, with so many shameless fabrications woven into it.

But it was not surprising. Yan had simply acted out of self-interest. During the present crisis, she knew only too well that she needed to produce a sensational political case to impress her Party boss. She was to keep her job after the disappearance of the lane.

In other words, she had to prove her value among the worst of the people whom Yeats described as “full of passionate intensity”—in a moral wasteland. Like Yan, there were quite a number of Chinese people behaving like hollow men, gesticulating in the wind, their minds stuffed full of CCP propaganda. As the great philosopher Kant might have put it, they did not look up at the starry sky above their heads, or the moral law within them, in awe.

It was a report Yan had worked tirelessly on. Just how grossly inaccurate it was, Chen was not in a position to tell for certain, but he thought he could guess. For instance, X would never have mentioned someone being thrown into prison because of his satire against “the contemporary emperor who changed the constitution so that he could rule forever.” After all, X had been so careful for all those years; it did not make sense that he would do such a thing.

But how could Chen possibly prove it?

He kept shaking his head, lost in thought …

More alarmingly, in spite of all the precautions he had taken, the state surveillance proved to be truly a “Heaven-and-Earth net”—omnipotent, omnipresent. There was no possibility of escaping it.

It was even worse than in 1984. George Orwell had foreseen what a horror it would be to live under an authoritarian regime, but the dystopian master might have still underestimated the terrible lengths to which the CCP government would choose to go.

The former Chief Inspector Chen had no choice but to fight back through his own investigation.

At the present moment, Chen’s top priority was to get X out of his overwhelming political trouble. If the problem was left unsolved, it could escalate beyond control.

But Chen looked up to see Jin shaking her head, sitting beside him on the green section sofa.

“Molong has done so much research for us,” Chen said, “with less than a day’s work.”

“Yes, he’s a very capable man,” she said with a pensive note in her voice, moving to change the topic abruptly. “The meal is quite late, but it is finally ready for you. You really have to excuse my far-from-gourmet cooking skills, Director Chen.”

Jin left after the late lunch in his apartment.

Chen sat alone in the living room for a long while, cudgeling his brains, and resisting the temptation to light a cigarette again.

Yan was an unreliable narrator, no question about it.

But how unreliable?

If only the former inspector could get hold of an authentic, reliable account of the tale X had told at the last evening talk in Red Dust Lane, he might be able to do something about it.

The question was how he could possibly lay his hands on an accurate account of X’s story-telling that evening.

Chen did not have any clues.

He made himself a cup of extra-strong black coffee. It was not a day for worrying about the possibility of an upset stomach.

The coffee made no difference to him, though. His brain seemed to be brimful of sticky white-flour glue.

With the dusk beginning to spread out against the sky, Chen went outside, thinking hard, but still clueless.

Different ideas and scenarios crashed in his mind, like ignorant armies fighting in the dark. He knew from experience that taking a walk might help to clear his mind. Especially a leisurely stroll along the Bund.

Shortly afterward, however, he changed his mind, hailed a taxi, and told the driver about the destination for that evening: “Bund Park.”

It was not long before he witnessed himself walking into the park again. Bund Park, once so familiar, appeared to be so strange nowadays, with numerous changes greeting him here and there.

The park turned out to be very commercialized, with a Shanghai branch of the Wei Secret Recipe Restaurant, a Starbucks café, a quaint teahouse, and a number of souvenir stores and stalls, like snails stubbornly stuck along the bank walls. It was politicized too, with the towering, three-gun-like Monument to the People’s Heroes which loomed over the Huangpu River, piercing the darkness of the evening, and the political and commercial neon lights that shimmered and chased each other over a large expanse of the water.

Vaguely, he recalled a myth he had read long ago—somehow in association with Bund Park this time. In that myth, the moment one’s feet touched the sacred ground, one would be reinvigorated.

That evening Chen failed to feel any miraculous effect at all.

But he did sense a mysterious correspondence with the invisible X. Years earlier, X had been studying English in this very park, with Mei sitting on another green bench. That had been the first link in the chain of events caused by their unbalanced Yin and Yang …

Chen hastened to pull back his train of thought to the present moment. As he knew clearly now, X’s disappearance had been precipitated by his participation in the last Red Dust Evening Talk.

Or, to be more exact, by Yan’s sinister scheming and reporting in the background.

Yan’s report was full of lies and fabrications made up for her own ends. What she had done against X could be definitely classified, Chen reflected somberly, as the “banal evil” of Hannah Arendt’s brilliant analysis. Yan identified herself entirely with the system. So she believed that she was justified in doing whatever she wanted in the interests of the Party, without needing to do any independent thinking about anything. In other words, she saw her personal interests as inseparably entwined with those of the Party government.

Chen heard a siren breaking out of nowhere, ripping the sky as if exploding from the dark river water. X had written several lines, Chen recalled, about a similar scene with Mei standing beside him.

But Chen found himself getting disorientated again.

He hastened to drag himself back from his wandering thoughts. After all, the reason he had chosen to revisit the park this evening was a simple one. He hoped that it would help him to achieve a crucial breakthrough in this difficult investigation.

Failing to find the green bench he used to sit on, Chen perched instead on a gray rock in the midst of a small green bamboo grove. The bamboos rustled in an occasional breeze, the shadows shifting positions and patterns. Otherwise, everything appeared to be wrapped in silence.

Whistling, he tried to recall what Zhang had told him in the Old Half Place restaurant, reviewing anything and everything in detail, as if rewatching a movie.

There were seven or eight people at that last evening talk in the lane, Zhang had mentioned, with X in the center of them. Speaking at the evening talk was definitely not something premeditated on X’s part, since he’d agreed only at the last moment, at the insistence of the other lane residents. In fact, they’d suggested the very topic to him too. In other words, X had not prepared to tell that story beforehand. Not at all.

X could not but have touched on Yuan Shikai’s abortive attempt to restore the monarchy system, in the early days of the Republic, while he was telling the story of the romance between General Cai and Little Phoenix Fairy. That was an integral part of the romance. It could be argued that without the would-be Emperor Yuan scheming in the background, the romance between General Cai and Little Phoenix Fairy would not have taken place.

After that last evening talk, Yan had interviewed some of the event’s participants, but they had not included Zhang. It was probably because Zhang tried to avoid meeting with her like the plague. Still, Zhang had turned into a suspicious target too, in her report to the higher authorities …

A cricket started scratching with its wings in the night-mantled grove. The sound was eerily familiar to Chen. Many years ago, still at the height of the Cultural Revolution, a Red Guard cousin of his had given him a cricket nicknamed “Invincible General,” which fought fiercely like a devil. After winning a series of ferocious battles, it was inexplicably killed by a little-known cricket in a purple clay cricket-fighting pot, its leg broken and its belly ripped open by the ferocious opponent. On the same day, his cousin also bit the dust in the “armed struggle of the Cultural Revolution.”

The mysterious coincidences were appearing to be almost supernaturally scary this evening, even in half-forgotten memories.

Once again, Chen found himself breaking into a cold sweat. Could it be possible that the screeching in the park was echoing from the ghost of the cricket nicknamed “Invincible General”?

Pulling himself back from the uncanny associations, he strove to concentrate on what Zhang had told him during lunch in the Old Half Place regarding X’s narration of the romance—but he couldn’t recall that Zhang had mentioned anything specific at all, other than that he’d performed it well. It was Zhang himself who’d recapped the basic plot of the tale for him—about how the general and the courtesan had fallen into an amorous entanglement, filled with genuine affection, against the backdrop of an ambitious would-be emperor pushing desperately for the restoration of the monarchy system.

Zhang had also mentioned that Old Root often spoke highly of X before his death. Coincidentally, the old man had been nice to Chen too—long before Chen had become a chief inspector in the Shanghai Police Bureau. Had Chen been aware that the last ever evening talk would be held in memory of Old Root, he would have chosen to attend it too.

But for so many years, X had kept a low profile. It did not make sense for him to jump into trouble all of a sudden, not even for an event held in memory of Old Root. X should—and would—have known better.

But what could Chen do? For the moment, the former chief inspector had nothing to go on.

Under the CCP’s surveillance and suppression, it wasn’t too surprising that someone like X would be turned into a target by the government. Too many people like him had been asked out for a cup of tea. But in that scenario, he would have come back after receiving a serious warning—and X had been disappeared now for more than a week.

Perhaps X was in far more serious political trouble. If that was the case, he would be kept in an unknown place, for an unknown period. In the worst-case scenario, he would be disappeared for ever.

But simply for a patriotic story told in front of Red Dust Lane?

It was then that a comment Zhang had made began screeching in Chen’s mind like a cricket. It galvanized him.

I even noticed that one of the audience members took out a phone when X started speaking, possibly to take pictures or record his vivid narration.

People nowadays did not have to carry around a portable cassette recorder or a Dictaphone. They could easily use their cell phones for the same purpose.

If a recording did indeed exist, it could prove to be a truly authentic version of X’s narration in the last evening talk. Then Chen would be able to compare it with Yan’s version of events to find out whether X had really said anything politically taboo, as claimed in Yan’s sensational report.

In Yan’s brainwashed mind, it was probably natural for her to write such a report, regardless of the truth of the matter. In China’s long history, things like this had happened repeatedly. For instance, General Yue Fei of the Song dynasty was executed for something that was “probably true.” So it made sense for Yan, who faced an existential crisis—the loss of her position as the head of the Red Dust Lane neighborhood committee. It concerned her survival. Outside the CCP system, she would be like a dead, stinking fish on dry land.

If the former chief inspector could get hold of the real recording of the evening talk—

Then, considering all Mei’s connections with government officials, he might be able to persuade her to deliver the video to someone high up in the city government, someone who would be in a position to help her—and help X.

Getting hold of the important recording in question became the order of the day for Chen.

But how?

It would be better for somebody else to obtain the video at this critical juncture. The former chief inspector could easily arouse suspicion, he reminded himself. In fact, he had already appeared in Yan’s report to her Party boss, considered a suspect hiding in the murky background.

For X’s sake, as well as Mei’s, Chen had to make sure that any moves on his part would not further the political complications for the two of them. But he also needed to go back to Red Dust Lane and tap Zhang for the crucial information.

Then it occurred to him that, subconsciously, he already had someone in mind for the job—someone reliable, trustworthy …

But before he approached Molong for help, he hesitated. And he dropped the idea, albeit reluctantly.

On the other hand, it was just a matter of time before Jin appeared in the zoom lens of a surveillance monitor somewhere …

The former chief inspector thought he had no other choice, in spite of his knowledge of the perils he might be involving her in.

Eventually, he took out his phone, still containing the new SIM card, and dialed the familiar number. And she picked it up on the first ring.

“Another thing for you, Jin,” he said without preamble. “It concerns X. Possibly in a politically sensitive case.”

“What do you want me to do, Director Chen?”

“Contact someone surnamed Zhang in Red Dust Lane. I’m going to give you his contact information now. Full name Zhang Yong, nicknamed Four-eyed Zhang. Address: Shikumen House number forty-eight. The front room in the left wing on the second floor.

“These are the points I want you to discuss with him. Tell him that you work with me in the same office in the city government, and that I trust you. You’ve come to him on my behalf to find any new information about X. I’m particularly interested in more details about a possible recording of the last evening talk. It’s a very important matter.

“And Jin, keep this in mind: Big Brother may be watching you every step of the way when you walk into the lane.”

“Got it. I appreciate your trust in me. I’ll go to the lane right now.”

“Not right now. Tomorrow morning will do. More likely than not, the old man is already in bed.”

Alone at home, although it was now late at night, sleep still remained the farthest thing from Chen’s mind, being so displeased, disgusted with himself.

He had not wanted to drag Molong into any potential trouble, but he had already done so. He had not wanted Jin to expose herself to possible danger, but he had just told her to go to Red Dust Lane, in spite of Yan, the head of the Red Dust Neighborhood Committee, who was busy scheming and plotting in the background.

But did he have any other choice?

Considered in the light of existentialism, making no choice is, in itself, making a choice …

He was suddenly seized with an urge to read the third memoir Mei had given him, penned by Mei herself. He thought he should have done so earlier. Its contents might help. At a minimum, it could enhance his understanding of the relationship between Mei and X.

Though perhaps this was nothing but an excuse he was making to avoid worrying about Jin’s adventure the next morning.

Regardless, Chen snatched up the folder on his nightstand.




DAY 4

Night




“A Decorated Zither”

Li Shangyin (813–858)

A decorated zither, for no reason,

is made of fifty strings—

one string, one peg, each

reminiscent of the youthful years …

Waking in the morning, Master Zhuang

wonders whether he dreams of being

a butterfly, or if a butterfly dreams

of being Master Zhuang.

Emperor Wangdi poured out his grief

into the cuckoo’s sad cries in the spring.

A shimmering pearl holds its tears

to the bright moon on the blue ocean.

A jade-induced mist rises

under the warm sunlight on Liantian field …

Oh, this feeling, to be recollected later

in memories, is already getting confused.




“Li Shangyin’s English Version I”

Chen Cao

The tenderness of the tea leaf between her lips.

Everything is possible, but not pardonable.

Propped up against a couple of pillows,

I am studying an English version

of Li Shangyin’s poem. It is strange

to find a rich allusion transformed

into a cliché, as if undressed,

unimaginative in nakedness.

Still it puzzles me that in his poems,

love always comes in the bell

of illusion, the smell of jasmine

drifting in an incense-veiled bronze mirror.

“A zither, for no reason, has its fifty strings

broken, and across a stubble of pegs, a cuckoo

is pecking for the lost years—

a tear-holding pearl, sea-blued.”

What can be recaptured in memory if one

was lost then and there? Master Zhuang awakes,

wondering if it is he who dreamed

of being a butterfly, or if he is

a butterfly who dreams of being

Master Zhuang. Now the zoom … zoom

of the dryer she is applying to her hair

after her bath, or the distant sound

of guns the soldiers are firing

among the people in the square.

I begin making decisions: to go into exile,

not to compromise on the Chinese original,

to do justice to Li Shangyin. And she

comes to bed, turning off the light.

Written after the Tian’anmen Square tragedy of June 4th, 1989 in Beijing.




“The Same River: Part III”

By Mei

I woke up with a start, disorientated, the broken images of a fading dream in the back of my mind. The fragments were disconnected, singularly disconcerting.

In the dream, I was climbing up a wrought-iron staircase, alone, to a large cedar deck jutting out over the Bund, which overlooked the moonlight-flecked water of the Huangpu River. The night was still young, and lovers lined the riverbank, like snails stuck against the new embankment, talking, nestling against each other, whispering endearments, oblivious to others standing next to them or to any red-armbanded patrollers stalking around.

Leaning against the concrete railing, I found myself listening to the waves lapping against the shore, clutching a red apple in my hand. White gulls were hovering over the dark vessels in the distance. I shifted my glance to a somber-colored sampan swaying in the tide underneath. Another wave shoveled the sampan, bringing down a cloth diaper from a clothesline stretched across the wooden deck.

“A family sampan with the couple working down in the cabin,” I heard myself murmuring to a black-mask-covered man standing at my side, chewing a piece of gum playfully, and blowing out a bubble in the lambent moonlight, “and living there too, day and night.”

“A torn sail married to a broken oar,” he responded readily, as though out of a poem.

As if in response to our talk, a chubby baby started crawling out of the cabin under the discolored tarpaulin, looking up at us, and grinning like a red-and-white Wuxi earthen doll.

I let the man take the apple from my hand and throw it down to the baby in the boat. For a moment, all of a sudden, we seem to have the river to ourselves. “Not the river, but the moment it starts rippling in your clear eyes …” he said to me. The big clock atop the Custom Building began chiming, sending the melody of “East Is Red” through the night breeze. Or was it another melody—light, flickering under the soft moonlight?

But it turned out to be the telephone shrilling on the nightstand. I was reaching out my hand when the ringing stopped.

I glanced at my watch. Twelve fifteen in the afternoon. The sunlight was pouring languidly through the large window. For the life of me, I could not tell the identity of the man in my dream, who’d been speaking softly at my side, as if reading a romantic poem to me.

When I was still a young girl, I, too, had loved romantic poetry, but it was such a long time ago, almost in another life. In the dream, I must have been only fifteen or sixteen, judging from the surrounding scenes; it was characteristic of the Cultural Revolution. During those years, I went to Bund Park to study English for several weeks. Whether I had read the poetic lines, I failed to recall.

But who was the man at the Bund—in the dream?

Surely not my late husband, who was not a man of letters. Besides, I had not even met him in those days.

An inexplicable sense of anxiety gripped me.

It appeared as if I had been transported back to the days when I was as poor as the people in the sampan, but still full of youthful, idealistic passion.

A distant siren seemed to be coming over from the river. I got out of bed and drew back the curtain. Gazing at my reflection in the window, I could not help feeling a slight chill on my bare arms.

I still had a hangover from the business party the previous night. A group of Big Bucks and Big Bugs had popped champagne bottles, toasting to the success of my “Shanghai Number-One” real-estate company, drinking cup after cup.

Indeed, I had come so far—from the young girl I’d been in the lingering dream, standing on the Bund. There was no way for me to turn back into that young, poor, yet idealistic girl gazing down at the Huangpu River, clutching an apple, ready to throw it to a baby in the cabin of a small sampan.

But the phone rang again, breaking into my thoughts.

“Good news about the Red Dust Lane project, Mei.”

“Oh, Ouyang. How like you that the first words you say to me in the morning are about business.”

Ouyang chuckled. “I’ve talked to Zhou Xin, the guy in charge of urban development in our great city of Shanghai. He told me that because of its central location, Red Dust Lane is considered an intolerable eyesore, which will only grow more intolerable for the city in the future. He is determined that the old, shabby, ramshackle lane will disappear from the map of Shanghai.”

“People have talked about the potential project for a long time, though,” I said. “There must be a reason they have not done it yet.”

I thought I knew why—because of the risks involved there. In the past, a developer could have easily relocated the residents with a government document, plus a symbolic sum to compensate them. With housing prices continuing to soar, however, people had begun to realize the worth of their property. Red Dust Lane was dense in terms of population. Consequently, the compensation expenses would be staggering too, and some of the lane residents might choose to stay stuck there like nails, unyielding to the pressure of official demands—and not-so-official violent demolition. With the current government emphasis on a harmonious society, any protests or fights breaking out in the demolition process could turn into a political disaster for the developers, and for the officials behind them too.

“This time, the situation is totally different. The image of the city of Shanghai matters so much for the World Expo,” he responded. “Also, there will be a new subway cutting across there, with the station located close to the site of the lane. The area around it will be classified as a priority for redevelopment.”

So it was an old trick being played under a new name—the World Expo. The number-one politics in China today. Things had to serve politics first, I knew. People would hardly be able to resist or negotiate.

“Whatever the excuse or reason,” I said, “some people will refuse to listen to the government propaganda, after so many housing development scandals in the city.”

“But we have to push ahead, Mei. We don’t know how long the housing market boom will last. Time and tide wait for no man.”

“Alas, I’m a woman, Ouyang,” I said with a sigh.

What he said, however, was true. There was a new expression in Chinese—to run a business is to jump into the sea—which meant that it involves risks as well as opportunities. I had started my career as a businesswoman running a small family restaurant, but I had achieved my success thanks to unbelievable opportunities—one of which had come when I’d served a steaming hot bowl of wonton soup to Ouyang on a cold, rainy evening. At that time, Ouyang was only a neighborhood production group director. That rainy night, Ouyang took a fancy to my soup—to be more exact, to the way I placed the soup on the table with an engaging smile that “flashed up the gray wall.” He had since enjoyed a meteoric rise in his official career, and he believed that I had brought him luck. He now served as the assistant to the city mayor. And I had also come a long, long way—all the way to my present multi-billion-yuan success.

“For this project, a lot of people’s interests are at stake—some of them higher than us. With the old lane remaining on the corner, property values in the area will never rise,” he concluded on the phone. “So you don’t have to worry about it. When the sky falls down, it’s up to them to shoulder it up.”

The discussion had lasted longer than I expected. When I put down the phone, the clock’s hand was drawing toward one thirty.

There was nothing important for me to do at my company that afternoon, I contemplated, draining a small cup of black coffee. It might not be a bad idea for me to go and take a look at Red Dust Lane, to explore the feasibility of the project myself. Ouyang’s narration was not unbiased. He was an undisclosed partner of my Shanghai Number-One real-estate company, so his own business interests were involved.

My maid Song knocked before she came in, then put a bowl of stewed swallow nest on the table, and said respectfully, “It’s still warm, Madam. You were talking on the phone, so I kept the bowl in hot water.”

I did not like the taste of swallow nest, but I still helped myself to one spoonful. A Fujian business associate had sent me a large box of it, which I suspected was obscenely expensive. Swallow nest was supposed to enhance a woman’s youthful looks. It was said that local farmers had to collect the wild nests on the cliffs. It would be too wasteful not to finish it.

After taking a quick shower, I dressed myself in a light gray short-sleeved cashmere suit and walked out of the door.

The car was already waiting for me on the driveway. The chauffeur surnamed Zhu hurried out to open the door for me. “Where are you going, Madam?”

“Red Dust Lane,” I said. “It’s located on the corner of Fujian and Jinling Roads.”

“You are visiting a friend there?” the chauffeur asked. “People say the lane is like a forgotten corner of the city.”

This probably came from the title of a movie, A Corner Forgotten by Love, which I had seen in the eighties. I still remembered it well.

But Ouyang and his associates were merely thinking of the lane as another highly profitable project.

“Yes, I’m visiting someone I have not seen for years,” I said in a low voice to the driver Zhu. There was no point revealing the real purpose of the visit to the driver. Speculation could start easily about someone in my position as the “number-one” developer in Shanghai.

Resting back against the car’s soft leather seat, I took out a small mirror, noticing a couple of fine lines around the corners of my eyes—reminiscent of “fish’s tails,” as I remembered the description in a Tang dynasty poem. Time swims away like the ripples left by a fish tail in the water, as in a transient dream.

For me, it was perhaps not a bad dream, in the background of a larger, more dramatic saga—the incredible rise of China through economic reform. In the early summer of 2009, China’s success story was reaching a climax, with the Olympics successfully held in Beijing the previous year, and with the World Expo in Shanghai the next year.

But could my business success turn out to be like a magic bubble, growing unimaginably large, resplendent under the sunlight? It was all because of the government’s new policy regarding land that had belonged to the state. It was now practically in the power of Party cadres to sell it—in the name of economic reform—to one developer or another.

And in my case, Ouyang, with his crucial government position and connections, had gone out of his way to help me from the beginning. When my Small Family restaurant had been demolished, I’d received an incredibly large sum in compensation for my “premium business property,” so I was able to purchase all the land nearby. Ouyang had provided me with inside information, at an inside price too. Not to mention all the bank loans arranged by him. It was with the help of his business planning that I started up a real-estate company, which soon expanded in leaps and bounds. After the untimely death of my husband, Ouyang came to my place more frequently than before—though not always for business—as Shanghai ushered in an unprecedented boom of housing construction. Several projects under me were ballooning to more than a hundred thousand yuan a square meter. And I found myself turning into a very wealthy, well-known businesswoman …

The vibration of my cell phone broke into my reveries again. Again, the LCD showed Ouyang’s name.

For the last couple of years, he hadn’t come to see me as frequently as before. I know that putting distance between us would be prudent, particularly with my son Qiangqiang growing into a college student. I also knew that Ouyang had his share of little secretaries, younger and prettier than me. We were both realistic about how things were, though we found ourselves bound together even more than ever by his undisclosed yet sizable shares in my company.

In the meantime, I kept hearing things about him. Things that more often than not sent a chill down my spine.

“The city traffic is impossible,” Ouyang said on the other end of the phone call. He was apparently in his car, with traffic noise surging around. “There are at least three hundred new cars coming onto the road every day. I’m stuck in the tunnel near Yangpu Bridge, unable to move an inch.”

“Yes, it is horrible. It’s the same here.”

“Where are you going this afternoon, Mei?”

“I’m thinking of going to Red Dust Lane—depending on the traffic. I would like to take a look there first.”

“Shall I meet you there in the lane?”

“No. With the traffic like this, I have no idea when I’ll reach the lane in question.”

After the phone call with Ouyang, I turned to the driver, saying with a smile, “Take your time, Zhu. I’m not traveling for a business meeting today.”

It took more than an hour for me to reach Red Dust Lane, which came into view like a shabby, solitary island surrounded by an immense sea of high rises.

I told Zhu to drive around the area a couple of times before pulling up near the back entrance of the lane. I had heard the lane was close to a large street-food market, but I saw only a handful of stalls scattered here and there, far fewer than I had imagined.

“You go back home, Zhu,” I said, stepping out of the car. “I don’t know how long I may stay here. Qiangqiang may need you too. I’ll take a taxi back.”

I started walking toward the lane, looking up to the stone arch of the back entrance where “Red Dust Lane” was inscribed. I could see two or three bats hovering above the arch, beating their wings in an eccentric flurry.

Soon, I became aware of curious glances from several youngsters lounging near the entrance, smoking, cursing, and shouting loudly as if they were the only people in the world.

“Go forward bravely, my pretty young girl …” one of them imitated singing in a hissing, strident voice, obviously in reference to me—an incongruous figure heading diffidently for the lane. It was probably a tune from the popular movie Red Sorghum years earlier, with several words missing.

I hastened to tell myself that I was no longer young, not at all. Certainly not like the passionate heroine in the movie.

The lane presented a sharp contrast to the jostling skyscrapers all around it—dirty, sordid, overcrowded, revealing its helpless tears through the passing years. For a short distance, the dripping clothes strung along the bamboo poles across the lane obliterated the sky. It somehow struck me as intimate, mysterious, as if there really was someone waiting for me there, as I had told my chauffeur.

I was hit with an inexplicable sense of déjà vu, but I was pretty sure that I had never set foot in the lane before.

Not exactly to my surprise, I saw a wooden chamber pot airing outside in the afternoon light. A small bamboo broom leaned against the bare wall, like an inverted exclamation mark against the black-painted door of the shikumen house. Possibly, its owner had not yet returned home.

A drop of water fell down out of nowhere, feeling so cold on my cheek. In folk beliefs, this was an ominous sign, I thought, frowning, as I raised my glance up to the dripping laundry overhead. Not too many people in the lane had washing machines at home. The network of bamboo laundry poles spoke volumes about the economic status of the residents. I might as well purchase some properties here, I decided. Their prices could not be too high at this moment. Whether Ouyang’s ambitious plan worked out or not, it would not hurt. Once the relocation project started, the property prices could shoot up like crazy.

Several middle-aged and elderly people looked in my direction. Some were sitting outside their homes, some standing. One was holding a large bowl of watery rice, another stretched out on a ramshackle bamboo recliner, smoking, and still another was scaling a belt fish vigorously in a moss-covered sink. It was a common scene for a lane like this—though I had read that it had been a part of the French Concession many years ago.

I felt inexplicably drawn toward the panoramic scenes of the lane, so reminiscent of my earlier life. I’d lived in another such lane, poor yet nonetheless vibrant, with my neighbors still enjoying close relationships and activities, even though that way of life had been necessitated, ironically, by the cramped space of their housing conditions at the time. Shanghai was now becoming more and more like other metropolises around the world—New York, London, Paris. All sporting skyscrapers and mega shopping malls, and becoming practically identical to each other. I could not help casting a self-conscious glance at the Louis Vuitton purse in my hand.

It took me only three or four minutes to walk through the lane. Near the front entrance, I noticed an antique-like blackboard, presumably painted and repainted black, though the latest layer of paint was peeling. I realized that a newsletter was written in chalk on the blackboard. The concept of such a newsletter, too, was outdated. I wondered how many people still read it today, and another wave of disorientation washed over me.

Emerging out onto Jinling Road, I saw a group of people sitting in front of the lane. Most of them were white- or gray-haired. Some of the men were in shorts, stripped to their waists, and some were in threadbare pajamas.

Strolling to the left of the group, I saw a middle-aged man with gray temples sitting by himself on a bamboo stool beside a dark wooden chair. He was wearing a “culture T-shirt” that was popular among foreign tourists. Draped over the chair was a paper scroll written in bold brush strokes: “Pick a character and I will tell your fortune.”

Over his head was a banner streaming in the breeze, declaring “Red Dust Fortune Telling.” Apparently, he was a fortune teller who specialized in divining the future by interpreting characters and symbols.

I had seen Chinese glyphomancy being practiced in a Beijing opera entitled Fifteen Strings of Copper Coins. In the opera, a disguised judge had tricked a full confession out of a murderer by performing such a character divination.

Each Chinese character has multifarious meanings when read not just alone but in combination with other characters. In addition, a character can be broken down into meaningful radicals or common component parts, so the number of interpretations may be unlimited. This was the theory behind this kind of fortune telling.

I had never really believed in fortune telling myself. But that late afternoon, I somehow slowed down my steps, conscious of an incomprehensible premonition.

Was it because of the prospective real-estate project? Anyway, it would not hurt for me to have a talk with him, I decided. He should be able to tell me a little about the neighborhood, if nothing else.

“Hi, Madam, my mundane surname is Xiaohui, and I am but a poor scriber in this world of red dust,” the fortune teller started before I had uttered a single word. “True, it is a humble profession, but it takes a lot of training to read a character and use it to give an accurate interpretation of the future. Rest assured: I won’t mislead or misguide my customers for anything.”

“Can you really read such a lot of things from one single character, Mr. Xiaohui?”

“Our world is made up of illusions, and everything comes and goes,” he said, “but interpretation in the Daoist tradition helps to make sense of it.”

“That sounds too abstract to me, Mr. Xiao.”

“Well, it’s just as if you were looking for an ox while riding on its back. Eventually, you’d come to find that the answer you are seeking is already there, right in your heart. My practice simply makes the process a bit easier.”

It sounded like a paraphrasing of a Zen paradox, but I was in no mood for any metaphysical discussions.

“With so many things unknowable, unpredictable in today’s world, a ‘divine interpretation’ may be as good a help to me as any other kind. Yes, I think I could really use your help, Mr. Xiao.”

“You surely have wisdom at your heart, Madam. When Cangxie first created the system of Chinese language, every archetypal stroke came out of the cosmos in correspondence to the omnipresent qi, and, in turn, in correspondence to the micro-cosmos of an individual human being. Indeed, tianren heyi—heaven-and-human in one. Whatever character you choose to write in this moment, there will be elements recognizable from the mysterious correspondence. It’s truly profound.”

“What if two people wrote the same character, at the same time?”

The arrival of several lane residents interrupted our talk. It appeared that others were also curious about his fortune telling. Xiaohui stopped talking, aware of the audience, and then the lane people moved away.

A curious black cat crept into the shade cast by the streaming fortune-telling banner, starting to play with its own shadow.

“Illusion rises from your own heart,” Xiaohui continued. “What is everything to one person may prove to be nothing to another. Heaven or hell really exists only in your own thoughts. So go ahead and choose a character. If you find my interpretation is neither here nor there, you may walk away without having to pay me a single penny.” Xiaohui closed his eyes, breathing slowly and deeply as though in meditation, before handing me a brush pen. “Fortune or misfortune is self-sought. Human proposes, Heaven disposes. Now write a character arising from your heart.”

I did not consider myself easily gullible to such ambiguous mumbo-jumbo. But there was something about the man opposite me. Something mysterious. Something authentic. I was not so sure about him, about myself, all of a sudden.

“Ao—” I murmured, debating with myself whether to play along.

“Ao as in Aomiao—or the first syllable in ‘Olympic’ in English?”

I might as well put down the character ao on the paper, I thought, though it had just been a random exclamation on my part. Still, I nodded. One character was as good as another.

“Were you thinking of the Olympic Games when you chose that character?”

“No,” I said. “Not exactly.”

The Olympics were related to my current dilemma over the Red Dust Lane redevelopment project, however, in an ironic way. One of the contributing factors to China’s housing market fever was the Olympics. Housing prices had shot up like a rocket the day it was announced that Beijing would host the Olympic Games. “China has finally ranked itself with other powerful countries,” the People Daily had announced so proudly.

And now the prospect of the World Expo next year could give another boost to the housing market.

“Well, things as small as a peck, as a sip, are all related or interrelated under the sun,” he continued, producing those metaphysical phrases like the continuous beer bubbles from a barrel. “It’s an interesting character. Ao also as in aomiao—mysterious and miraculous. You want to find out more about something that’s unknown to you, right?”

“Well—” Aomiao. The character ao in combination with the character miao. It was not exactly what I meant. But then what about the mysterious, if not miraculous, changes in my life so far?

“While the character seems to be positive in its general connotation, some other thematic possibilities could be quite contradictory. A Chinese (hanzi) character consists of different radicals—or building blocks—each of them carrying a meaning of its own. So for ao, we may deconstruct it as a combination of the top and the bottom parts. Regarding the top, the outside looks like a square or a building without a solid base. What’s inside? The character mi, as you know, which can mean ‘rice.’”

“Rice?”

“Yes, but symbolically it can mean anything important to you—money, capital, job. It really depends on your chosen perspective.”

“Capital,” I echoed, in spite of myself. For the Red Dust project, the worst-case scenario would be that after making the investment, I would not be able to push ahead with the demolition and construction because of resistance on the part of the residents.

“The possibility of your capital being stuck somewhere, for instance,” he added after a theatrical pause. “Now, take a look at the bottom part of the character. It’s the character da, meaning ‘big.’ As a rule, the horizontal stroke is not completely connected with the ‘square,’ so the rice inside could easily slip out. A big risk is involved.”

“Go on,” I said. This, too, seemed to be relevant to the potential project. But it was common for a fortune teller to be capable of making his statement ambiguous, yet suggestive enough for a client to follow along the line of his divination. “So what’s your overall interpretation?”

“Well, it is not we who make the interpretation,” Xiao said, “but the interpretation makes us—”

“So it’s just like tuishou practice in martial arts, isn’t it?” I said, musing over the repartee. “Not that we push tuishou, but the kung fu practice pushes us.”

“Exactly, Madam. But I would like to say something first. Your handwriting is extraordinary—‘like a dragon soaring and like a phoenix dancing,’ as an old proverb would put it.”

“You don’t have to say that to me, Mr. Xiao,” I said, shaking my head and dismissing it as a bogus compliment.

“Now, the square on the top of the character looks like a cage weighing heavily overhead. You are no ordinary woman, so this makes the cage a big one, possibly concerning a lot of people.”

“Wow! What else can you read in the character?”

“What time period do you want to know about, Madam?”

“The near future.”

“There’s something weird,” he said, having restudied the character in silence for one or two minutes. “The bottom part of the character, because of its position, actually resembles that of the character ji—the foundation of a house.”

It was surprising, yet not too surprising. Everybody in Shanghai was now talking about buying or selling houses.

“And the way you’ve written it is interesting too. When some people write this character, the top and bottom parts do not appear to be sealed tight, so the thing between—the rice—leaks through. But yours is different. The parts are so closely connected … That makes a difference.”

“What are you talking about, Mr. Xiao?” I blurted out, staring at him in spite of myself.

“About all that I can read, Madam. It could mean a possible turn of events in the near future.”

“Can you be a bit more specific?”

“Some important people will come to your side. But, believe it or not, what eventually helps you comes from your own heart. The Way of the Heavens is mysterious. It’s imperative to remain pure in one’s heart and do good things.”

It sounded like a warning, but it was perhaps conventional for a fortune teller to end by giving advice to do good things. This kind of advice would never go wrong.

“You are no ordinary fortune teller, Sir,” I said politely.

“In Buddhist scriptures, identity too is said to be like an illusion, like a bubble, like a bolt of lightning. You take me as a fortune teller, and I am one for you. But I’m afraid I have to go now.”

I produced five hundred yuan out of my purse. “Thank you for your extraordinary job.”

“No, I don’t take more than what is due.” He picked up a one-hundred-yuan bill. “Thank you, Madam. Goodbye.”

He stood up, carrying in one hand the chair with the scroll sign draped over, and the stool in the other. Then he turned, smiling over his shoulder before heading to the lane.

So he lived in the lane, I reflected. I, too, was about to turn when I came to an abrupt halt, as if his parting smile had struck an almost forgotten chord deep within me, yet suddenly familiar again.

“Oh, excuse me, Sir. Do you have a business card?” I said in a hurry, stepping up, lifting the bangs from my forehead. “Some friends of mine may also wish to use your services.”

“Sure.” He produced a card, which showed only his name, along with a telephone number printed underneath. No address, except for the name of the lane.

Xiaohui

54171006

Red Dust Lane

The name clicked—out of the blue. It was him. The man I had met first in the park in the seventies, then in the eatery in the eighties, and now again at the beginning of this new century. The same man I had cherished deep in my mind, in fragments which had become blurred, confused, even right then and there, before I could even try to sort them out into tranquil memories …

But how could Xiaohui, a professor at a respected college, have come to this?

Still holding the business card in my hand, I looked up to see no trace of him left in front of Red Dust Lane …





DAY 5

Morning




“A Letter to the North in the Night Rain”

Li Shangyin (813–858)

When it rains in the mountains,

the candle that remembers your trimming

fingers flickers by the western window,

and the autumn pool swells,

with all my thoughts of missing you,

I hear you asking the question:

“When can you come back?”

Oh, back home—

I long to tell you about the moment

when you become the mountain,

and the mountain becomes you, deep

in the night, the candlelight illuminating

the autumn pool of thoughts

swelling outside the western window, and

the rain patters on, repeating

your question.




“Li Shangyin’s English Version II”

Chen Cao

The fragrance of the jasmine in your hair

and then in my teacup, that evening,

when you believed I was drunk, an orange

pinwheel turning at the rice-paper window …

The present is, when you think

of it, already the past. I am

trying to quote from Li Shangyin

to say what cannot be said,

but the English version

at hand fails to do justice

to him (the translator, divorced

from his American wife, drunk,

found English beating him

like a blind horse). The miraculous,

micaceous mist issuing

from a Lantian jade is blurring

your own reflection.

Last night’s star,

last night’s wind—the memory

of trimming a candle, the minute

of a spring silkworm wrapping itself

in a cocoon, when the rain

becomes the mountain, and the mountain

becomes the rain …

It is like a painting

of Li Shangyin going to open

the door, and of the door

opening him to the painting,

that Tang scroll you showed me

in the rare-book section

of Beijing Library, while you

read my ecstasy as empathy

with the silverfish escaping

the sleepy eyes of the full stops,

and I felt a violent wonder

at your bare feet beating

a Bolero on the filmy dust

of the ancient floor.

Even then and there, lost

in each other’s interpretations, we

agreed to hold hands, like a page

violently torn from an ancient book—

A horn starts honking outside the window.

I am going to give a lecture on Lacan:

nothing but the floating duckweed of selves.

Poetry makes no petals fall in a teacup.




Early in the morning, with the first gray light peeping into his bedroom, Chen awoke with a start. He must have drifted off to sleep while reading Mei’s memoir. The manila folder was lying open beside his pillow, its pages now looking dog-eared.

He was no longer the energetic man he’d been in his younger days, capable of burning the midnight oil. He had to admit this to himself, aware of a bitter taste in his mouth.

He checked the time on his phone, lying on the nightstand. It was seven thirty. Jin could be already on her way to Red Dust Lane.

Instead of lying awake in bed, worrying about the possible risks of the job he’d given her, he picked up Mei’s memoir, rubbing his dry eyes, and resumed reading.

“The Same River: Part III” (continued)

By Mei

I seemed to make a decision at that moment, even though I was still confounded by the thoughts rushing into my mind.

I would not go ahead with the Red Dust Lane project.

I turned toward the group of people sitting and talking in front of the lane. Several more people had joined them there.

I moved toward the white-haired man in the center, who was possibly in his early seventies, grasping a purple sand teapot in his bony hand.

“Excuse me, Sir,” I said, addressing the old man respectfully. “I’ve just talked to the fortune teller—”

“So you’re the one who arrived in a Mercedes earlier,” cut in a middle-aged bespectacled man, who must have caught sight of me stepping out of the car earlier. “What did he tell you?”

“Don’t worry about it,” the old man said to me with a toothless grin. “Whatever he told you, you don’t have to believe it. X might have been a philosophy professor, but simply owning a copy of the Book of Changes doesn’t make him a qualified fortune teller.”

“A philosophy professor—” I echoed, my heart missing another beat. That long-ago night, he had told me that he was a professor teaching contemporary Western philosophy at Shanghai University, but I had never learned anything about his immersion in the Chinese classics.

“Not just a philosopher, but a poet too. He was an emerging celebrity in the old days!”

It was him. There was no longer any question left in my mind. Stealing another glance at the business card, I recalled another one I’d received from him many years ago, with his university position written under his name. Juxtaposing the two cards in my memory seemed to produce a new one, with all the years written and then crossed out in between.

All these years …

I tilted up my head, seeing a flash of the dying sunlight on a blue jay’s wings.

A word is a bird.

It perches, and it flies.

It was a short poem I had read, but I couldn’t remember when and where. Not in Bund Park; I felt quite sure about that.

More fragments of memories were triggered in confusion, all from so long ago, some that I must have partially forgotten. Those days in the park, I had hardly noticed him—he was just one of the young people practicing tai chi in the tiny square, who then started studying English on another park bench. Nor could I recall why I had quit studying English. But if his presence in the park had contributed to my decision to leave it, I knew I should be grateful to him for it.

That decision had been a crucial link connected with another in a long chain of karma. And years later, that night he’d given me a business card in my restaurant, smiling over his shoulder, had turned out to be another crucial link. In the days afterward, I had read about him, so proud of his success. I did not try to contact him, however. He cared for me, I knew, but not as a struggling proprietor of a shabby eatery. So I’d made up my mind to do something—in my way—before contacting him again.

By coincidence, my business began expanding shortly afterward. I became so busy, hearing no more about him. Thanks to China’s reform, people had more choices for themselves. Some went abroad, and it was not unimaginable that a talented scholar like him would also do such a thing. I believed he would be successful wherever he went.

“Have you heard of him before?” the old man asked me.

“Yes, years ago. I read one of his books.”

“So you’re one of his fans?”

“Has he had lots of fans?” I asked, without responding to the question raised by the old man.

“Well, he had a lot of them many years ago, but not a single one today—except you.”

“Oh, please tell me more about what has happened to him,” I begged.

“Tell her the story, Old Root,” the bespectacled man urged with tangible expectancy in his voice, pouring water into a cup for the old man, and pulling over a bamboo chair for her to sit in. “You think so highly of him.”

“Confucius says: he who seeks virtue reaps virtue, and he who seeks righteousness reaps righteousness. Alas, neither virtue nor righteousness is worth a single penny in today’s China. As for what has happened to him, Yingchang is the one to tell her.” Old Root turned to another man sitting in the group, who was probably in his early fifties, with beady eyes and a high forehead accentuated by a balding hairline.

“Yes, you’re coming to the very man for the story, Madam,” the man named Yingchang responded with a chuckle. “I’ve known X for over thirty years. We grew up together, played lots of games with each other, like chess and crickets, and practiced tai chi in Bund Park too—”

“Practiced tai chi in Bund Park?”

“Yes, that was in the middle of the Cultural Revolution, but it lasted for only a short while. Then X switched to studying English there instead. Because of that, he got into college in the late seventies with the highest English score that year. He continued with his graduate studies, and it did not take long for him to make a name for himself in the academic world. While he was still in his early thirties, he was promoted to a full professorship. Back then, he was an emerging public intellectual, and a lot of people predicted he had a most promising future ahead of him.”

“His future appeared to be so promising indeed,” I agreed.

“Toward the end of the eighties, he was offered a prestigious fellowship to go to the United States, but for some reason, he chose to stay in China—as editor-in-chief for a series of books. It’s strange, but that’s what I have heard.

“Then came the summer of 1989, when students started protesting at Tian’anmen Square in Beijing. X was in Shanghai, so he did not have to do anything with it. But he was an impossible bookworm and believed that a public intellectual should have certain so-called principles. He met with Western foreign correspondents and issued a strong statement, speaking out in front of the TV cameras: ‘If the government fires on the students, it could not but be described as anything other than a fascist regime, and I will give up my Party membership.’

“The PLA soldiers did fire on the students just a couple of days later. A government official approached him, suggesting that he retract the statement on the grounds that he was drunk that day. Can you guess what response X made? He declared that he never touched a drop that morning; he remembered it very clearly. And he refused to make any ‘self-criticisms’ for what he said and did in that interview.

“Going further, he kept his word by turning in his Party membership card. That left the government authorities no choice whatsoever.”

So that accounted for his abrupt disappearance from the media, I thought with a sinking heart. That summer, I had been busy opening a second restaurant in Jin’an District. Students also went on the streets to protest, causing terrible traffic congestion, I remembered, as they passed by my new restaurant. I’d wanted to place bottles of water outside, free for the students to pick up, but Ouyang had stopped me. Some people got into serious trouble afterward, I heard. But I had never thought of X in connection with it.

“So he was fired as one involved in the counter-revolutionary activities against the Party government that fatal summer,” Yingchang resumed, taking a long, deliberate sip of his tea. “It was not a very harsh punishment, considering what he did at that time. He could have been sentenced to jail for years.

“A number of people tried to help him, giving him money in secret, but he declined all help and all money. Instead, he set up a fortune-telling stall here, which you have just visited. He also started translating philosophy works when he had no customers. The only publisher who accepted his translations was said to be a friend of his, but he did so on the condition that X would not sign his real name as the translator.”

“But philosophy books were not popular, and the royalties would have been nowhere near enough for him to live on. How could X have supported himself without any other income?” I asked in genuine concern.

“It took tremendous efforts for the neighborhood committee to secure the city resident minimum allowance for him. Really, that was all credit to Comrade Jun, the head of the committee at the time,” Old Root commented, nodding at a gray-haired man sitting in the back. “But it’s not much—the city minimum allowance, I mean.

“Things then improved a little for X. No longer under such close surveillance, he managed to have his translations published by some other publishing houses as well. But China was changing too fast. Disillusioned after that bloody summer in Beijing, most people lost interest in political and philosophical discussions. Look to the money—that’s all society was about. His translations became hardly relevant.”

“But he refused to mend his ways,” Yingchang cut in. “Let me give you a most illuminating example. A ‘beauty writer’ contacted him about a decade ago, trying to invite him as a guest at her book launch party. It was an attempt to capitalize on his name and reputation as a serious scholar, no question about it. But, being realistic, few really remembered his name. So accepting her invitation could also have helped him. He refused, however, on the grounds that she wrote with her body rather than with her brain—”

“How do you know about all this, Yingchang?”

“Because the ‘beauty writer’ happens to be a distant relative of mine, and I introduced her to him. I meant well, but I lost face because of his actions.”

“Whatever the result,” Old Root also cut in, spitting on the gray ground, “there is nothing new under the sun. The water flows, the flower petals fall, even in a changed world.”

There was not too much of a story for the audience here, I reflected. Story or not, what had happened to X had become intertwined with what happened to me.

“I did not know …” I didn’t go on. What could I have done had I known about it?

“You’re so concerned about him,” Yingchang said, looking me in the eye.

“He’s a brilliant man, full of integrity and idealism.”

“So what? People nowadays judge a man by the money he makes, and he has none. You’re the first one to ask about him for years.”

“Has he always been so bookish—even in the days you practiced tai chi with him in the park?”

“He’s always been a different duck, from as early as those Bund Park days. Let me tell you another anecdote about him. We went to the park to practice tai chi, but can you guess why he switched to English studies? Because of a girl he noticed sitting on a green bench with an English book on her lap. He must have had an instant crush on her. Instead of approaching her directly, though, he tried to impress her by also taking an English book to the park and reading it on a bench nearby. But soon he was hooked by the book itself, and he started studying like crazy. Impressed, she made some encouraging signs to him, which were all wasted—like water off a duck’s back. She was so pissed off, she did not come to the park anymore.”

That was not true. I had never given him any of these so-called signals. In fact, I could hardly remember the young man who’d read English on the bench next to me at the time. Nor had I been so pissed off by him that I decided not to come to the park anymore.

All this must have come out of Yingchang’s uncontrollable imagination.

“When the fish is caught, the net is forgotten,” Old Root commented with another grin. “This old saying is still profound today.”

“Did he tell you any other details, Yingchang?” I asked.

“His love was written all over his face. You don’t have to worry about the details,” Yingchang said, pinching his jaw between his two fingers. “She might not have been exactly a knockout, but she wasn’t without her charms. I’m still wondering what he saw in her at the time, though.”

What X had seen in her—in the park?

It was obvious that Yingchang did not recognize me.

But X hadn’t recognized me today, in front of the lane, either.

Had I changed that much?

For X, I could have been an idea rather than a living person—an embodiment of youthful idealism by the Huangpu River, holding an English book on her lap. This idea was so incongruous with a prosperous, middle-aged woman in real life, carrying a Louis Vuitton purse.

“Indeed, the woman was trouble-bringing waters,” Yingchang said, “But she was the making of him, so to speak, because of her English studies there. But it was also the unmaking of him, leading to his eventual downfall in 1989.”

What X had said to me that night outside the restaurant flashed through my mind in an illuminating moment: “I think I have now made up my mind, after tonight’s reunion.”

Could our meeting have helped him decide that he’d remain in China to work on the Marching Toward the Twenty-First Century project?

If so, was it because I had meant such a lot to him?

And if so, I truly had been the unmaking of him, so to speak.

I thought I could have been flattering myself. But there was no ruling out that possibility. After that night, having given me his business card, he must have expected me to call. But I chose not to do so, for reasons hardly known to myself. Was I too proud to call a successful man like Xiaohui? It was true I had wanted to wait until my business picked up.

But then, if I had contacted him during that tragic summer, might I have been able to calm him down? Perhaps, at the very least, he might not have reacted so impulsively. It was a scenario I could not completely rule out.

“Something wrong, Madam? You are looking dreadfully pale,” Yingchang said with undisguised curiosity in his voice, “as if you had just seen a ghost in the daylight.”

“So that’s how he has come to the profession of fortune telling?” I said, not answering Yingchang’s question, and repeating a question in spite of myself. “How could he make enough to support himself?”

“He scrapes by,” Old Root said with a wan smile. “It doesn’t make much. But with so many things turning unpredictable in the world of red dust, fortune telling seems to be coming into fashion again.”

For a fleeting moment, I was tempted to tell my story to the group of people sitting there. A true story, though full of unpredictable, unimaginable twists. About those dew-decked mornings in the park, and the night in the eatery, the stars whispering outside the window, the lambent light wrapping the two of us up as if in a white cocoon—and then the totally unexpected reunion in the lane today, under the streaming Red Dust Fortune Telling banner.

But I hastened to check myself.

What would be the purpose of telling our story?

Perhaps it would be good material for gossip and speculation at the next Red Dust Evening Talk. But it was not a story that could make things happen. It was incapable of bringing me back—or bringing him back, either—to those long-ago days when we still had the opportunity to make different choices for ourselves—

Not like what he had told me in my Small Family restaurant, nor like the final scene in Random Harvest, with Paula running down the slope after Smithy, shouting out breathlessly that it may not be too late—

My cell phone started screeching, like a cricket scratching its wings underneath the park bench in my memory. The screen showed no other name than Ouyang’s.

I did not want to press the talk button while I was in the company of the lane’s residents.

But I was definitely having second thoughts about the Red Dust Lane redevelopment project. The people here appeared to be enjoying themselves so much, talking and laughing as the evening spread out against the sky, light clouds rolling, changing shapes, careless of what might happen here the next day.

Xiaohui, too, was here, sitting outside the lane with occasional customers passing by. If he was relocated to a new apartment complex in some faraway, hard-to-reach suburb, I failed to imagine how he could continue with his fortune-telling practice.

So how could I go ahead with the plan to bulldoze Red Dust Lane to the ground?

I decided that it was not the right moment, however, for me to worry too much about the difficult business decisions that were staring me in the face.

“Will the practice of fortune telling get him into trouble again?” I asked with a tremor in my voice.

“Well, he uses the I Ching, the Book of Changes,” Old Root said. “Nowadays, you may see this book included as part of the rediscovery of Chinese classics. There is even a popular TV series about the Book of Changes. I don’t see that it will be too much of a problem if he makes a modest living of it. For all you know, there could be a lot of learning to be gained from Oriental fortune telling, as there is in Occidental philosophy.”

“Tell you what, Madam. You might make a surprising profit,” Yingchang said with a grin, changing the topic abruptly, “if you chose to invest in him. One of his customers has suggested that he develop it into a proper business with a neon sign—and base himself in a large, imposing office. It may not be easy to get a license for that, though.”

“The more important question,” Old Root said, “is whether he himself wants to do so or not.”

I made no response, not sure whether Xiaohui himself really believed in the practice of fortune telling. It was true, however, that in this new century, more and more people were willing to pay for a “divine oracle.”

His Red Dust Fortune Telling business might work out well if he relocated to a more impressive office, advertised with a larger sign. I could easily help him to secure the license through my connections. That should not pose a problem to me. I knew quite a number of people inside the city government, and in the Forbidden City too. With his fortune-telling business set up properly, he would not have to struggle on so hard, in dire poverty, as he did now.

Alternatively, I could set him up in a luxurious suite in one of those upper-scale buildings under my name, where he might be more easily able to attract Big Buck customers. I myself was in a position to introduce some wealthy clients to him. In Hong Kong, a successful fortune teller could also be a billionaire. I met someone surnamed Ling there, who even had a Hong Kong TV program about his practice.

Xiaohui was special to me, I knew, not just because of our encounters in Bund Park, or because of our reunion in my Small Family restaurant. It was also because of the idealism we had shared in our youthful days. I admired the man that he was—even more so after I’d learned how he’d suffered such injustices after the brutal Tian’anmen crackdown in 1989, but he had been uncompromising in all the years that followed, despite the changes to his life. In spite of the waves of materialism in China, and the general loss of faith, he was still adhering to his convictions to his own cost.

“Mencius says well, ‘A true gentleman is not confounded by money or rank, nor subdued by poverty or hardship, nor bent by power or might,’” Old Root commented again, as if capable of reading my thoughts.

So it was up to me to help Xiaohui this time, I realized as my thoughts swirled. Yes, I could provide an office for him in one of my own office buildings, provided he agreed to move out of the lane. There was a suite recently vacant on the first floor, I remembered.

As the long-vanished green benches in the park had been, our offices would also be close. After all these years, we had so much to catch up on …

It might not be too late to start again. For a moment, other considerations came crowding in, but I was no longer that young, naive girl in the park, reading romantic poems under the weeping willow.

A blue jay’s wings flashed once more in the fading light.

I produced my phone and texted my driver to pick me up before I rose to take leave of the people in front of the lane, bowing first to Yingchang and then to Old Root.

“Thank you for telling me all these things about him, Yingchang, and thank you, Uncle Old Root, for speaking so highly of him. That really means a lot to me. And thanks to all of you here, for your help and support to him.”

Turning around the corner of Fujian Road, on my way to meet my driver, I looked back over my shoulder to the scene of the dust-covered lane in the glowing dusk. Red Dust. I found my eyes moist as the sound of a siren came afar from the river.

Around twenty to nine in the morning, Jin stepped into Red Dust Lane, wearing a light blue face mask.

She passed one boarded window after another as she walked along the lane. From a distance, it seemed as if each and every window was telling its own unique story, the meaning known only to the room’s former inhabitants, though open to interpretation in others’ imaginations.

The last time she had visited the lane was during the Covid pandemic, wearing a red face mask with five stars embroidered in the corner. It had been called a patriotic face mask back then. She’d thought she’d better wear it, as a show of political correctness, while she’d been there in Chen’s company during the investigation of a serial murder case connected with Red Dust Lane.

It was true that Chen had a mysterious connection with the lane. She had heard him mention it quite a number of times, though without telling her anything really significant.

Halfway along the lane, she came to an abrupt stop.

A gray-haired, bespectacled old man appeared out of nowhere from a corner. He was bending low to feed a famished black cat with steamed bun crumbs he was holding out with tremulous fingers. She whipped out her cell phone and retrieved a picture Chen had forwarded to her.

Four-eyed Zhang!

She recognized him from the photo. It was him, no question about it. Not at all. Seeing him like this was providential.

Jin took a furtive glance around. There was no one else visible in the section of the lane. She approached Zhang soft-footedly and introduced herself as someone who worked in Chen’s office. She then relayed the message Chen had instructed her to tell Zhang—that Chen trusted her.

“Oh, you are such a pretty young girl, Jin,” Zhang said in haste. “Truly you are the one for him. And you are so lucky to work with a great boss like Chief Inspector Chen.”

“I, too, consider myself really lucky to work with such a great boss as Director Chen. Today I’m here for a job he has assigned me. Can we find a place to talk in private?”

“Come to my small, untidy room, then—that is, if you don’t mind that it is dust-covered because of the demolition happening in the lane. I have to apologize to you about it.”

Zhang had warned her that his room was untidy, but Jin was nonetheless shocked the moment she stepped into his tiny tingzijian room. It looked more like a dingy enclave dug out under the darksome staircase, no more than ten square meters in size. And despite that, it was in total disorder, covered not just in dust, but also in cobwebs and debris. There was a suspicious smell to the room.

Zhang must have been in his early or mid-seventies. For a lonely old man, life in such a place was hard indeed.

Zhang removed a pile of old books and newspapers in haste from the one and only chair in the room, and signaled for her to sit on it. He himself simply perched on the edge of the unmade bed.

“Just a couple of days ago, Director Chen talked to you about things in the lane,” Jin said. “He highlighted the final Red Dust Evening Talk, for which X served as the keynote speaker that night.”

“Yes, we talked a lot about it. Director Chen has been conducting an important investigation concerning X, I guessed.”

“That’s exactly what he has been doing of late. Among other things you told Director Chen, you mentioned that someone in the audience that evening took out his cell phone—possibly for the purpose of taking pictures or making a recording of X’s narration. Correct?”

“You’re right about that. Now that you mention it, I think it’s far more likely that he took it out for the purpose of making a recording. Wenlong, the audience member in question, held the phone in his hand throughout that evening talk. More likely than not, it was as a souvenir of the disappearing tradition unique to our Red Dust Lane, I think.”

“Can you get in touch with Wenlong?”

“Of course I can. It would be a great honor for me to do something for Director Chen.”

“Ask Wenlong whether he has kept the recording of that last evening talk. If he has, can he download it for you? Or you can give him my phone to transfer it on. Mind you, I need it from the beginning to the end.”

“That should not be a problem. Wenlong is another ‘nailed-down resident’ in our lane, just like me. He is a long-standing regular attendee of the evening talks too. If it’s something urgent for Director Chen, I can go over and talk to Wenlong right now. I saw him just about fifteen minutes ago.”

“It’s very urgent,” she said, nodding. “In fact, it’s a matter of life and death. But don’t say anything to Wenlong about Director Chen or about me, please. Not a single word.”

“Got you, Jin. Wenlong is just around the corner from here. If you are really in a hurry, you may as well wait for me. It won’t take me too long to get back.”

“Then I’ll wait for you here.”

“That’s good. It won’t be too long.”

So saying, Zhang rose and headed out of the tiny room, his steps seemingly energetic all of a sudden.





DAY 5

Noon




“A Scene of Jinling”

Wei Zhuang (836–910)

The rain falling in the river,

reeds overgrowing everywhere,

six dynasties gone as in a dream—

the birds keep twittering for nothing.

Uncaring, the willows lined

along the City of Tai cover

the ten-mile-long bank, as

before, in the green mist.

Jinling, the present-day Najing, is a city that was China’s capital for six dynasties prior to the Tang dynasty.




“Justification”

Chen Cao

A withered tree turns out to be

ideal for the termites, which

legitimate the continuous noise

of a philosopher-billed woodpecker

deep in the woods, where

a henpecked hunter skulks

around in dread of his wife,

half-heartedly raising

his gun.

Once, a comrade lectured me

on politics and logic, her

bare shoulder rippling

under my palm: “Do

whatever you want, and

you’ll always find reasons

later.” An apple rolled

out of her picnic hamper. Snatches

of a pipa melody drifted

from a blue boat. I lost myself

in her cascading hair

smelling of barbecued ribs.

Written after the Tian’anmen Square tragedy of June 4th, 1989 in Beijing.




About three hours later, another light knock came on Chen’s apartment door. He opened the door to see Jin there, carrying another plastic box in her hand.

“Brown-sugared sticky rice cake,” she said as she stepped inside, holding the box high. “I remember you once told me that it was your favorite snack when you were a child, but it disappeared in recent years. I happened to discover it today in a small snack store called Old Shanghainese.”

This was not the true reason for her visit, Chen could tell. While some people above could suspect there was something more between Chen and Jin, he was not too alarmed by it. From the official perspective of those high above him, it would not be a big issue for the two of them to fall into a romantic entanglement. It was the same logic as the romance between General Cai and Little Phoenix Fairy, seen from the perspective of the would-be Emperor Yuan.

Indeed, as in the movie Music Understanding, the façade of an amorous relationship between them could help convince “the Big Brother watching” that Chen was not mixing himself up in dangerous political investigations these days—he had simply lost himself in Jin’s youthful arms.

Ironically, the same thing had given General Cai the chance to slip away from the Forbidden City, where the would-be emperor was still dreaming his spring and autumn dream of mounting the gold throne.

“If you want to listen to something intriguing, you would do well to check out my phone. In the meantime,” she said, turning toward the kitchen, “I’m going to fry these brown-sugared sticky rice cakes on a flat pan for you.”

“So—” Chen did not finish the sentence.

He had pretty much guessed what she wanted him to listen to—the recording of X’s narration during the last evening talk in Red Dust Lane.

“Thank you so much for your discovery, Jin.”

He was amazed how she had carried out the job so quickly and effectively for him.

Jin was putting on the hyacinth-embroidered apron around her slender waist again, flashing a smile like the blossoming flower in the sunlight. She was about to move into the kitchen when she stopped, turning to pour him a cup of black tea mixed with honey and place it on his desk.

“It may take time for me to fry the rice cake, Director Chen. Here is a pair of earbuds for you.” Then she added as if as an afterthought, “I’ve heard that honey tea may be helpful for your throat. You have smoked too much in the past.”

She was thoughtful. Chen took a sip of the tea as Jin headed back to the kitchen.

In one version of the long-ago romance, General Cai passed away because of a severe throat sickness. Chen hastened to push away, however, the ominous association. Then he found the file that contained the recording of the evening in question, and pressed play.

X’s voice flowed out of Jin’s phone.

“I’m sorry I have never participated in the Red Dust Evening Talk before. This is for reasons I hope you may understand. But now as this is the last ever evening talk, let me tell you this romantic story as a sort of belated contribution to the lane’s unique tradition. I’m also telling it as a belated tribute to Old Root. What a wise, insightful, kind-hearted old man!

“The story of the romance between General Cai and Little Phoenix Fairy is based on a true episode in China’s history. It’s a very touching one, especially when examined in light of the historical background. General Cai came to the fore in the heroic uprising of 1911, fighting with his troops in Yunnan Province in rebellion against the Qing dynasty’s last emperor. With an unwavering belief in the new Republic of China, he fought hard, and brilliantly, against great odds. After having won several major battles, he was celebrated as an invincible general. His successes on battlefields all over China greatly contributed to the overthrow of the Qing dynasty and the subsequent founding of the Republic of China.

“But something totally unexpected ensued. Hardly had the first President Yuan Shikai of the Republic of China come into power when Yuan started dreaming a spring and autumn dream of turning the clock back and making himself a new Chinese emperor sitting on the splendid gold throne within the Forbidden City. Alas, for the most wanton, shameless, incorrigible emperor complex in the history of China!

“The would-be Emperor Yuan soon started to change the newly founded Republic’s constitution, which unmistakably pointed toward his shameless goal to restore the monarchy system. Yuan knew only too well that General Cai could either provide a great contribution or be an insurmountable obstruction to this process.

“Therefore, Yuan summoned General Cai into Beijing and gave him a high-sounding position in recognition of his heroic achievements, yet he assigned no real power or any troops to him. And this position purposely kept General Cai far, far away from his base in Yunnan Province.

“Furthermore, Yuan put General Cai under omnipresent secret surveillance. Cai knew it was out of the question for him to leave the Forbidden City and to go back to his soldiers, who were waiting for him in Yunnan Province. He worried himself sick.

“As it happened, General Cai then met Little Phoenix Fairy in the capital. She was a charming, celebrated young courtesan in Beijing. Some of you may still remember a popular movie made in the eighties called Music Understanding. In classical Chinese language, this phrase signifies that the people in question understand and appreciate each other. Little Phoenix Fairy, in spite of her poor background, turned out to be the one who truly understood, appreciated, and adored General Cai. She knew he was worried about the prospect of President Yuan turning into Emperor Yuan, and of the demise of the young Republic. And she shared his worries, pledging she would do anything for him.

“So the two of them decided to put on a show in public. General Cai would pretend that, instead of still being someone determined to fight for the Republic of China, he had turned into a man lost in the sexual bliss of the red dust world. And Little Phoenix Fairy played along with this in a convincing manner. She went out of her way to put on a dramatic performance, billing and cooing beside the gallant general who appeared to have fallen head over heels in love with her, nestling against him like a resplendent oriole.

“In short, he appeared to have forgotten his idealistic dream for the Republic of China, and lost himself in her circling, soft, sensual arms, reminiscent of watery white-jade-like lotus roots.

“The purpose of the romantic show performed by the two of them was, of course, to make Yuan drop his guard. There’s a much earlier example of such a scheme which took place in the ancient Han dynasty during the Three Kingdom period. A similar show was enacted between General Liu Bei and Premier Cao Cao, the latter another would-be emperor. Liu pretended he had become obsessed with tending the plants in his backyard, giving the impression of now being an utterly contented man with no political ambition whatsoever left. As a result, Cao let down his guard regarding Liu, and the general eventually managed to sneak away from the capital. The sequence is portrayed vividly in the classic novel The Romance of the Three Kingdoms.

“As for the real relationship between General Cai and Little Phoenix Fairy, perhaps no one could tell for sure whether genuine affection began to blossom between the two or not. Like the celebrated couplet at the beginning of Dream of the Red Chamber, another masterpiece in classic Chinese novels:

When the true becomes the false, the false becomes the true,

Where there is nothing, there is everything.

“Not too surprisingly, the would-be Emperor Yuan loosened the surveillance. Little Phoenix Fairy succeeded in arranging a secret escape route for General Cai. She took a huge risk, continuing the deception that the general was in the brothel all the time, losing himself in passionate moments with her, the cloud turning into hot rain as he entwined with her soft body, moaning and groaning loudly in bed, overwhelmed in a sexual rhapsody.

“With her help, General Cai eventually sneaked out of the Forbidden City under the cover of night. When the would-be Emperor Yuan finally learned that Cai had vanished from the capital, it was already too late for him to pursue the general.

“The moment General Cai got back to Yunnan Province, he gathered his soldiers around him and launched a heroic uprising against the would-be Emperor Yuan. By this time, the first imperial decree had already been issued, announcing that the Republican year had been changed into the Emperor Yuan’s year.

“Again, it turned out to be a war against great odds, with the force of one province battling against that of the whole country. General Cai had to exert himself to the very limit, in spite of his health issues.

“Under his courageous leadership, it did not take too long, however, for people from other parts of the country to join General Cai’s forces. It soon seemed that his troops, as well as those of his allies, would turn the tables and win the war. Devastated by the defeats on the battlefield, and betrayed by warlords who had once pledged allegiance to him, at last Yuan abdicated, giving up his dream of mounting the gold throne with the splendid crown shining on his head. He died shortly afterward in depression.

“Worn-out by the unbelievable strenuousness of those hard battles, General Cai too fell seriously sick. He was unable to come back to Beijing in triumph, and he passed away without ever being able to see Little Phoenix Fairy again. So it was truly a heart-breaking story if you want to read it as nothing but a romantic tale.”

The recording did not immediately stop, though. It went on with a period of questions and answers.

“But it’s such an old story, isn’t it?” one of the audience members of the evening talk asked skeptically. “The movie was made in the eighties, as far as I can remember. The real history behind the story happened at the beginning of the Republic of China, shortly after the overthrow of the Qing dynasty. Why, all of a sudden, has it become such a hot topic online?”

“Could you hear of such an idealistically romantic tale in today’s China?” X responded with a subdued voice. “No, our society has become so materialistic. You must have read the notorious Internet statement made by a materialistic girl: ‘I would rather choose someone super-rich to marry than someone poor. Better to weep in a luxurious sedan than smile on a broken bike.’”

“Indeed, who cares about the so-called music understanding in today’s China?” another veteran audience cut in sarcastically. “There’s nothing left of it except so-called money understanding.”

“That’s so true,” X said in a subdued voice. “Consequently, people of our age are inclined to feel more and more nostalgic for the past. That’s also why people like these old stories so much. Not to mention that it was also a popular leitmotif in classic Chinese literature.”

“A popular leitmotif?”

“About girls from green houses falling in love with gallant heroes and brilliant scholars. These stories live in the Chinese collective unconscious, you might say. Like the legend of Red Sleeves from the Tang dynasty.”

“What do you mean by ‘green houses’?” Zhang said.

“Brothels or other infamous places. Another well-known example is Li Wa. Also from the Tang dynasty, she was a beautiful courtesan, just like Little Phoenix Fairy in social status, though Li Wa’s tale had a much happier ending.”

“Whatever you say. I don’t really see the story’s relevance to today’s society.”

“Nor do I,” X answered. “But why bother? It’s nothing but an old story for us to enjoy during the last ever evening talk.”

The question-and-answer period was fairly short, Chen noted. It lasted only about five or six minutes.

But it took quite a long while for him to listen closely to the full recording of the tragic romance X had told at the last evening talk in Red Dust Lane, and then listen to it once again.

As Chen had suspected, all of Yan’s accusations had been nothing but the product of her evil imagination.

X had talked cautiously in the lane over all these years, and particularly so during that “last evening talk.” It would not have made any sense for him to drop his guard all of a sudden.

He had not said anything politically sensitive or subversive while narrating the romantic affair between General Cai and Little Phoenix Fairy, nor had he done so in the question-and-answer session that followed. He definitely had not said anything that Yan had accused him of in her report to the Party boss in the district’s office—not at all.

It was probably not because X did not have the courage to do so in his narration. But for such a small audience, it would not be worthwhile for him to take the risk. Nor would he have wanted to expose those elderly people in the lane to any political troubles.

Paradoxically as it might have appeared, to some extent, X seemed to have told the story more like a reader-response critic. He’d left it up to the audience to come up with their own personal responses and interpretations.

In other words, X had left no opportunity whatsoever for someone to misinterpret his words—unless they were committing unthinking, faceless “banal evils,” like Yan.

“What are you thinking about, Director Chen?”

He saw Jin emerging from the kitchen, moving toward him with a hot platter in her hands.

“I have just finished listening to the recording. Once again, it reminds me of a poem by W.B. Yeats. ‘The Second Coming.’ Sit with me here, Jin.” He patted the green sofa, signaling for her to sit beside him.

Jin moved over to his side. Kicking off her slippers, she sat on the sofa with her bare feet under her as he started to recite the poem for her:

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi

Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

“Another modernist poem?” Jin asked, looking up at him in surprise.

“It strikes me as if Yeats had written the poem for today’s China. What a horrible picture of the wasteland! Especially the ending of the poem. Yeats said he composed the last two lines with the then-emerging Fascists in mind:

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?”

“Take a short break, my poetic boss. Have a piece of the brown-sugared sticky rice cake first. It’s hot, just out of the wok. I’ve heard brown-sugared sticky rice cakes taste best when you bite into them steaming hot.”

Taking a small bite out of the golden-fried rice cake, he exclaimed, “That’s the taste, and the texture, I remember from my childhood. You are simply marvelous, Jin!”

“I only bought them for you and heated them up.”

“I still remember vividly that I came back home from Beijing Foreign Language University one year on the eve of Chinese New Year. For the celebration and the Gala TV program, my mother made brown-sugared sticky rice cakes. This is the very same taste and texture. For some reason, she never made them again.”

“It’s because these special sticky rice cakes have disappeared from the market, I think. Too low a profit margin, I bet. But I’m glad you like them.”

“I like them so much,” Chen said, taking another bite of the cake, and added apologetically, “but you may have to run another errand for me, I’m afraid.”

“Whatever you want me to do, Director Chen. Tell me.”

“Make a copy of the recording and deliver it to Mei as soon as possible. Tell her to give it to someone above her—someone in a position to help her out regarding X’s case.

“It’s the evidence she needs that the report submitted by Yan, the head of the Red Dust Neighborhood, was nothing but an out-and-out lie. X said nothing politically sensitive or subversive during the last evening talk. Not at all. Nothing that would warrant his sudden disappearance.”

“Yes, that’s important! I’ll go to see her right now,” she said, jumping up off the sofa. Her feet were still bare, her red-painted toenails shining like rose petals in the afternoon light.

Before she headed to the door, she turned to feed another piece of sticky brown-sugar rice cake into Chen’s mouth with a toothpick.

At the door, she pulled on her shoes, looked over her shoulder, and said with a giggle, “But don’t overeat. You have such a sweet tooth. Your blood sugar level is borderline!”

She scampered out, still acting like a young college student who’d just been assigned to his office.

Jin’s mission was of vital importance, but Chen knew that he, too, had something urgent at hand.

He took his seat at the desk and started writing an email to Hou Guohua, who had worked with him on a serial murder case during the Covid pandemic. At that time, Hou was Deputy Chief of Staff of the Shanghai Government.

Nowadays, the word “deputy” had been taken away from Hou’s official title in the city government.

During the course of the serial murder investigation in the Covid days, Hou had struck Chen as something of a “sophisticated egoist,” but one not totally without a moral compass. In other words, for all his politically correct posturing and bluster, Chen suspected that he knew better in his heart. And Hou had cooperated with Chen the best he possibly could during the investigation, his attitude full of respect for Chen.

After the official pleasantries at the start of the email, Chen came straight to the point:

I’m still on convalescent leave. I don’t know how long it may last, but I know I cannot simply stay idle at home. I thought I’d better do something, even while I’m on sick leave. So I have just done some preliminary research related to my office responsibilities.

As far as I can see, one of thorniest issues our judicial reform office is dealing with at the moment concerns the fairness of the relocation compensation given to residents for urban redevelopment. I have often read about the issue. In the past, the compensation amount was determined by the developers concerned. If they obtained the correct official documents, whether by hook or by crook, those developers could then do whatever they wanted, riding roughshod over the original residents, leading to a lot of instability for the neighborhoods involved.

Our Party government has recently introduced a number of new policies. Instead of the compensation sums being determined by the developers, they are now determined by the government—with a lot of the calculations behind the sums now more transparent. Still, things are changing so fast all around us. With the housing market suddenly plunged into crisis, the current compensation estimates appear not to be enough for some people. Remember Red Dust Lane—the lane where we carried out our investigation during the Covid pandemic? Because of its excellent location in the center of the city, the remaining lane residents believe they should be paid far more in compensation, and that remaining in their homes is the best way to keep the value of their properties high. They refuse to move. So, as you can tell, this problem is causing political instability.

That’s why I am writing this email to you. With so many social disturbances nowadays, the problem deserves our serious attention. Can you look into it?

It was an email written with an official tone, seemingly appropriate for a responsible Party cadre like Chen. Hou knew Chen was familiar with the lane, so it made sense for Chen himself to do this kind of research there, and to send such a message to him. The former Chief Inspector Chen knew for sure, however, that Hou was too busy to actually look into it as he was requesting.

Chen’s real purpose in sending the email, however, was to prevent people in government from growing too suspicious of him—and of Jin—regarding their recent activities in the lane.

About three hours later, Chen received a text message marked urgent from Jin: Mei received the file safely, and listened to it. She said that she was so grateful to you for all your help, and that she was going to contact someone high up in government about it immediately.

But almost at the same time, another piece of news came out of the blue, totally galvanizing Chen.

It was said that Four-eyed Zhang had fallen from the dark, steep staircase in Red Dust Lane and hit his head hard against the concrete landing. He was rushed to Renji Hospital, lying flat on a grocery tricycle.

Chen rushed over to the hospital in a hurry.

Zhang was lying in a deep coma in the ward there. Motionless, stiff, rigid. Chen bent over him, hardly able to feel Zhang’s cold, weak breath. He made no response at all to what Chen was saying, gesturing to him.

An elderly doctor surnamed Wang came in, introduced himself, rubbed his hands, and said with a frown, “The situation is grave. The patient’s prognosis does not appear to be optimistic. Not at all. I believe it will be a matter of a day or two before he passes away. Even in the best-case scenario, he may never wake up from his coma. Considering his age, this would only give him a couple of weeks to live. With the hospital full of patients, we cannot continue treating someone like Zhang who has no hope of recovery.”

“I understand, but Zhang is very important to me. Can you manage for just a bit longer?”

“And any medical expenses have to be paid in advance,” Doctor Wang went on. “It’s the rule of our hospital, you know. There are no exceptions. So you are one of his relatives, right?”

“Whatever medical expenses are not covered by his insurance, Doctor Wang, I’ll be responsible for them, relative or not.” Chen handed the doctor his business card printed with his official titles. “I’ll pay a hundred thousand yuan in advance. If it’s not enough, let me know. You don’t have to worry about it.”

Chen knew only too well that all the hospitals in socialist China required payment in advance, or the patient would be driven out without receiving treatment.

Doctor Wang studied Chen’s business card in silence before he said, “I think I have read about you before. You don’t have to worry about things here, Director Chen. We’ll look after Zhang until the end.”

But another possibility suddenly occurred to Chen.

Could foul play have been involved in Zhang’s sudden fall, tumbling down the steep staircase?

If so, why?

And who could have been the criminal aiming at a harmless old man like Zhang?

A name jumped into his mind.

Yan, the head of the Red Dust Lane neighborhood committee.

A number of possible scenarios came crowding into his mind. Zhang’s accident could have been exactly as it appeared—an accident. The former Chief Inspector Chen could not rule out the possibility, however, that Zhang had been pushed down the dark staircase because of his involvement with Chen’s investigation.

To Chen, it remained a plausible scenario that Yan, the head of the Red Dust Neighborhood Committee, had detected something suspicious taking place between Chen and Zhang. Those neighborhood committee officials could turn out to be like mobile surveillance cameras.

Or human surveillance cameras, always on the go.

In fact, Yan had implied as much in the report to her district Party boss. She had tried to pull out the fire from the bottom of the earthen oven, so to speak.

It was possible that she was capable of committing murder—or attempting to do so—in order to prevent the discovery of her evil maneuvering, conspiring, plotting in the dark. After all, under the authoritarian CCP system, she could have moved much farther than committing acts of “banal evil.”

“By the way,” Chen said to Doctor Wang, who was still standing beside him, “have you noticed any other wounds on Zhang’s body, Doctor Wang?”

“What do you mean, Director Chen?”

“It’s common for people of his age to fall, I know. But could it be possible that Zhang was pushed down the stairs? Alternatively, that somebody at the top of the stairs hit him hard from behind? I have been a chief inspector, so I can’t help considering the accident from that perspective. It’s in my nature to be suspicious.”

“I see, Chief Inspector Chen. I haven’t examined the patient myself, but I give you my word—I will definitely double-check for you.”

Dusk was gathering, and a black raven was cawing shrilly outside the hospital window.

Something once said by a Han dynasty Confucian scholar flashed through Chen’s mind.

“I did not kill you, but you died because of me.”

He felt so responsible. There was still a possibility that Zhang might survive, and eventually recover, but he knew he was hoping against hope.

And he was reaching the conclusion that this was another case that called for a serious criminal investigation on the part of the former Chief Inspector Chen.





DAY 6




“Mooring by the Maple Bridge at Night”

Zhang Ji (active around 750)

The moon setting, the crow cawing,

the frost spreading out against the sky,

the maple trees standing on the bank,

the fisherman’s light moving

across the river, who is there,

worried even in sleep?

By the Cold Mountain Temple

outside of Gusu City,

a sampan comes

as the midnight bells ring.




“Others’ Interpretation”

Chen Cao

Where do we live?

In others’ interpretation—

like a frame, where we find ourselves

positioned against a walnut tree whispering

in the wind, a butterfly soaring

into the black eye of the sun.

So you and I, too, have

to frame ourselves, in the proper light

and perspective, to be recognized

as meaningful, as a woodpecker

proves its existential value

in the echoes of a dead trunk.

Still, I am holding out to you

the bouquet of words that may blossom

in your smile, and then

fade, like a sea star disappearing

on a motel window sill, leaving

water stains to others’ interpretation.




Chen did not get up early the next morning. It had been a night full of broken dreams and fragmented thoughts, particularly of the disturbing image of a butterfly losing itself in darksome flowers, time and time again, just like the butterfly flitting in and out of that sentimental poem of Li Shangyin’s.

What could the image of the butterfly signify—losing itself in the midst of darksome flowers?

Was it about Zhang? His ominous foreboding about Zhang, lying in a deep coma at the hospital, had weighed heavily on his chest overnight.

And the former chief inspector still had no idea how to start the brand-new “investigation.” Not at all.

Confronting Yan in the open might not work for him. Not just because his hands were tied.

It was also fairly common for an old man like Zhang to fall down a dark staircase by accident. In the final analysis, Chen was still in no position to rule out this possibility. He had to wait until he was told about the results of Doctor Wang’s “double-checking” …

Would he have to tap Molong for help again, no matter how unwilling he found himself to do so? Chen decided to shelve this thought for the moment. Perhaps there was no hurry for him to do that.

Coincidentally, a text message marked “extremely urgent” from Mei derailed his train of thought.

“Xiaohui is being released from secret detention this morning! I am so happy for him. I’m going to pick him up right now. The car is waiting for me. I don’t know how I can thank you enough. You have literally saved both of us.”

Mei did not have to say any more. She had pulled out all the stops through her high-level connections.

It was also intriguing to note that she had used the word “us” in the message. It was just like in a scroll of traditional Chinese landscape painting, Chen thought. The blank space in the painting could prove to represent much more—particularly in the viewer’s imagination.

It never rains but it pours. A couple of minutes later, a call came from Old Hunter, who was currently at the ZZ Consulting and Investigating Agency’s office. The old man was speaking in a highly excited voice, like a real Suzhou Opera singer at the climax of a story:

“The other half of Mei’s retaining fee has already been deposited into our agency account this morning. In addition, there is a payment of one million yuan for your expenses, with a short note from Mei by way of explanation: ‘Director Chen has literally moved mountains and crossed oceans for us. While he insisted to me that he would do the job pro bono, at least his expenses should be paid in full.’

“And Zhang Zhang told me that he could never thank you enough. He insists on having a talk with you.”

It was possibly a talk about Chen accepting some of the retaining fee. Chen was not at all worried about that, though. For the moment, an exuberant sensation rushed through him.

Chen had the sudden impulse to ferret out his copy of Random Harvest from his disordered bookshelf, trying to visualize the scene of reunion.

It was the first English novel Chen had read all the way through, and he’d read part of it in Bund Park.

Unable to immediately locate the book on the shelf, Chen decided to indulge himself instead in luxurious remembrance of the novel’s ending.

Paula was running down to Smith, shouting out, “Oh Smithy, it may not be too late …”

But Chen already felt a bit confused.

Had X also read the novel in the park?

As in that English novel, X and Mei were no longer young. Time had been a tragedy for them both. The wasted time had wasted them too.

As in the ancient Chinese saying, when the high wall crashes down, there will not be a single egg left unbroken in the crushed bird nest.

Eventually, paradoxical as it might have appeared, time had led to a reunion between X and Mei after all these years.

Once again, he recalled how Random Harvest had been translated in Chinese—Reunion of Mandarin Ducks—Mandarin ducks being symbolic of inseparable lovers in classical Chinese literature. It had proved to be an excellent translation.

For some reason, his thoughts streamed toward Molong again. He could pay Molong back for all his help, using part of the generous expense fee Mei had insisted on paying him. He should not have taken Molong’s help for granted.

But he could discuss it with Molong later. There was no hurry.

Chen made himself a cup of black tea, adding a small spoonful of honey and stirring it lightly, as if in an absurd attempt to measure out all the events in life that were caused by misplaced Yin and Yang.

A ray of sunlight was tumbling in, scintillating through the opaque blinds.

“I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, and I have kept the faith.”

Chen had read the biblical line from time to time. Perhaps, for once, he was able to say the line about himself, at the conclusion of this complex investigation.

No, not yet, though. Not exactly. The investigation concerning Zhang’s fall could begin soon, Chen thought. It was a new day, and there were so many new battles in store for him to fight.

The new day also came with a personal trip Chen was going to make.

He rose and pushed open the window. He found himself listening to the sound of a siren coming from the river.

He was going to visit Bund Park with Jin.

Pulling out his cell phone, Chen dialed the familiar number.

“Now that the investigation regarding X and Mei is finally over, how about we go to Bund Park this afternoon, Jin?”

“That would be fantastic!” she said in genuine excitement. “Where shall we meet? And when?”

“In front of the park, at the main gate. At one o’clock.”

And there was another thing he thought he might be able to do in the park, sitting on the same green bench with her.

One way or another, he was going to talk Jin into accepting part of the expenses Mei had paid him.

For Chen, it was a matter of principle. He had told Mei at the very beginning of the investigation that he would take the case pro bono, and he would keep his word.

Jin more than deserved the money, however. She had done such a lot for him—for the investigation, which had been full of risks. Self-deprecatingly, he thought of the old saying—It’s difficult to pay back a favor from a beauty.

That was the least the former chief inspector had to, and ought to, do for her.

So it should also be for Molong, for that matter, he reflected again. Not to mention the fact that he might have to give Molong a new assignment regarding the potential investigation into Zhang’s accident.

Besides, he had to pay Zhang’s hospital medical expenses. For a poor retiree like Zhang, a large part of his medical expenses would not be covered by his minimum insurance. Chen had no idea how long Zhang would need to stay in the hospital. It could be a huge sum. The expenses offered by Mei had come in the nick of time.

Then Chen hastened to pull his thoughts back to something else he was going to do this afternoon.

In Bund Park, by the Huangpu River, he would also be able to tell Jin the full details of X and Mei’s love story.

For the last several days, he had not had the time, or the opportunity, to tell her everything about the investigation he had just completed. Now it was the right time for him to do so—preferably on a green bench in the park where X—or even Chen himself—had once sat, the river water lapping the shore gently underneath the weeping willow.

Years earlier, still in the midst of the Cultural Revolution, X and Mei had studied English side by side in Bund Park, without greeting each other, or touching each other, or even knowing each other’s name.

Paradoxically, Chen himself had also studied English in the park.

So, as it turned out, X really was like a secret sharer to Chen—someone with unmistakable parallels to his life, with seemingly interchangeable fates.

So were Jin, Old Hunter, Molong, Zhang, and many others in contemporary China.

More importantly, it was time, he contemplated, to talk with Jin about possible new strategies for dealing with the “banal evil” carried out by people like Yan.

He knew this would turn out to be a new, fierce battle, but he had to fight—and do it in her company—even though the road stretching out in front of them could be a hard and hazardous one.

And, in the park this afternoon, the former Chief Inspector Chen was also going to take Jin’s youthful arm.

So many years ago, X and Mei had studied English together in Bund Park—at least now they could take hold of each other’s arms.

At the thought of it, he felt a pebble falling abruptly on the green bench. Looking up, he saw Jin running over.





NOT AN EPILOGUE




“On the Borders”

Wang Changling (698–757)

The bright moon from the Qing dynasty …

The ancient pass from the Han dynasty …

Soldier after soldier,

not a single one of them ever returns

from the long march—thousands

and thousands of miles long.

Oh, if the winged general

of the Dragon City were stationed here,

the Tartar horses would never

have crossed the Yin Mountains.

The winged general refers to Li Guang, a well-known, talented general from the Han dynasty (206 BC–24 AD). The Yin Mountains are in the present-day Inner Mongolia region.




“About Yu Dafu”

Chen Cao

In 1943, two years before the end

of the Anti-Japanese War, after the fall

of Hong Kong, and his divorce,

the tabloid editor Dafu left China

incognito, to a Philippine isle, where he called

himself “Zhao, the black-bearded,”

started to run a small rice shop,

and bought a native girl,

thirty years younger, at the price

of an “untouched,” unable

to speak a word of his language.

A gigantic ledger opened him

in the morning, figures moved him up

and down a mahogany abacus, until

the curfew closed him in her arms,

in a peaceful sack of darkness: time was

a handful of rice—look,

white-and-fancy—streaming out

through his fingers. A chewed

betel nut stuck on the counter.

He quit holding himself like

a balloon against a horizon ablaze

with cigarette butts.

One midnight, he awoke, the leaves

shivering, inexplicably, at the window.

She grasped tight the mosquito net

in her sleep. A goldfish jumped out, dancing

furiously on the ground. Wordless,

a young woman’s capacity

to feature jealousy and

the incorrigibly plural correspondences

of the world illuminated him.

It must have been another man,

dead long before, who had said:

The limits of his poetry

are the limits of his possibility.

All night, he wrote on her

with his tongue, nosetip, and beard.

Yu’s biographers come to claim all this

as camouflage, necessary

for the resistance activities

against Japan. And they come

to her, like tired travelers

to a deserted monastery.

Her teeth are

black from betel-nut-chewing—

a habit which husband has left

her, she forgets. She

has married several times.

Wriggling her toes like

cracked plastic petals, she

can bring back nothing

to her mind, except his big beard

between her thighs.

Yu Dafu (1896–1945) was a modern Chinese poet.




Chen found himself with Jin in Bund Park—sitting shoulder to shoulder, sitting under a weeping willow tree, sitting on the same green bench. But before he could start talking with her, a phone call came bursting into his ear.

It was Doctor Wang from Renji Hospital, his words cracking like a loud clap of thunder out of the blue:

“Your friend—or your neighbor—Zhang has just passed away in the hospital this noon, Director Chen. I’m so sorry to have to break the sad news to you. We did all we could.”

“I understand, Doctor Wang. I believe that you did all you could.”

Jin, still sitting next to him on the green bench, reached out in a hurry to grasp Chen’s hand with hers in great concern. She must have overheard some fragments of the phone call.

“Oh, there’s another thing,” Doctor Wang added. “I almost forgot. I double-checked Zhang’s body for suspicious signs before his death, as you requested. Sure enough, there were signs that his skull had received heavy blows from behind. I am fairly certain about it. It could have been caused by Zhang’s fall from the steep staircase.”

“Thank you for telling me all this, Doctor Wang. Now, please keep the body properly in the morgue for me—along with all the possible evidence. I’ll come to your hospital first thing tomorrow morning.” Then Chen added in a hurry, “By the way, please bring one of the hospital’s forensic experts with you tomorrow, for me to meet. I am treating this as a case of possible murder.”

After finishing the unexpected phone call with Doctor Wang, the former chief inspector heaved a long sigh. He had no choice, he knew, but to start a new investigation in earnest.

A number of possible theories for Zhang’s death were already racing through his mind when Jin turned toward him on the green bench, nearly leaning against him.

“What has happened, Chen?”

“Zhang has just passed away in Renji Hospital.”

“What! I’m so sorry to hear that, Chen. He was a good man. Poor old Zhang! All these years, he has been living alone, squeezed into that tiny room, just like a chicken in a cage. His death is so sudden.”

“Yes, I have known him for about more than thirty years. It feels too sudden for me too, even though Doctor Wang already told me that I should be prepared for it. And now I have to open an investigation into Zhang’s death—it’s a possible murder case. Do you remember that you brought some material from Molong the other day?”

“Yes, but what about it?” Jin asked, looking shocked.

“The files from Molong included an email Yan had written to her district Party boss. The email was her report of the so-called vicious attack X had launched against the current Party authorities in the last Red Dust Evening Talk. But Yan’s accusation was full of shameless fabrications. I listened to the recording of the talk more than once, which was on the phone you brought back from Zhang. Her report was nothing but a total lie.”

“But how could Yan have done that to a harmless old man?”

“Haven’t you told me that Yan is experiencing an existential crisis, Jin? It’s only too clear. She is truly desperate. Horror, horror, is the heart of darkness.”

“Yes,” Jin replied. “With Red Dust Lane soon to be gone, so too would be her official position as the head of the Red Dust Neighborhood Committee. It’s a position with a lot of power to abuse, and a lot of money to put into her own pocket, even though it is but a position on the lowest rung of the Party ladder.”

“It’s also more than that. Yan must have long noticed the secret collaboration between Zhang and me. So I, too, was brought up in her venomous report. Yan could have gained attention from her district Party boss for reporting such a sensational case and, as a reward, been given a new position in some other neighborhood committee. She could even be promoted to a larger neighborhood.”

“So evil indeed. I think you have mentioned a philosophical term—banal evil. Is that right?”

“Not that exactly, but you can also apply the term here, Jin. Yan is an evil person who does not want to do any independent thinking. She simply identifies herself with the Party system, and uses this to justify whatever she chooses to do.”

“Well said, Chen. The problem is that people like Yan are numerous in today’s China, but people like you are so few and far between.”

“It gets worse. Although Yan was not yet aware of the fact that I had somehow gained access to the report she submitted to the Party boss in secret, she must have known only too well that a former chief inspector like me is still an experienced and resourceful Party official. After all, I’m still in charge of an office in the city government, and still have far-reaching connections both in and outside the Party at the highest level.

“So it’s not inconceivable that Yan could have been alarmed by the possibility that Zhang and I were meeting to plot a counter-attack against her. If I had somehow loomed in Yan’s mind as a more or less untouchable figure, it would make sense for her to take a preemptive move by getting rid of Zhang instead—once and for all.

“As the powerful head of the neighborhood committee, it would not have been difficult for her to make an unannounced visit to any resident in Red Dust Lane. With most of her neighbors having moved away, it would not have been difficult for Yan to push Zhang down the black, steep staircase in the deserted shikumen house without a witness. Or, to have arranged someone else to push Zhang down the staircase on her behalf.

“Or—another possible scenario—for her to have arranged for someone to hit Zhang hard from behind with a heavy hammer, making Zhang tumble down the staircase.

“With the omnipresent and omnipotent surveillance system in Red Dust Lane, Yan could also have noticed your visit to Zhang to retrieve the recording for me, Jin. Perhaps she visited Zhang and killed him in panic, lest he might have told you more about what Yan had done, knowing that her Party boss would discover that her report had been a total lie.”

“Once a chief inspector, always a chief inspector,” Jin murmured beside him on the green bench, her voice full of emotion.

“I’ll explain all of it to you. All the details. It will be another investigation for me to conduct in your company, Jin.” Then he added as if as an afterthought, “I may as well tell you all the details about X and Mei too. X once said, in a fortune telling, ‘Events as insignificant as a bird pecking, or taking a sip of water, can be ordained and ordaining. All things are connected and connecting.’”

“Needless to say, I’ll be anywhere you want me to be,” Jin said. “I’m glad you trust me.”

“I’m very fond of the beginning of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. ‘It must be done, it must be done, it must be done …’ That leitmotif has always haunted me, as if it’s a familiar refrain.”

“So that means—?”

“It means my fate. There’s no escaping from it.”

“It’s our common fate, then, Chen. There’s no escaping from it.” So saying, Jin rose from the bench with Chen and took his hand in hers.




Author’s Note

X’s experience in the Tian’anmen massacre, as depicted in this book, is based on what happened to my late friend and mentor, Yang Xianyi. Prior to the national tragedy, Yang was the editor-in-chief of the influential magazine Chinese Literature, and published my first English poem. That really gave me confidence to write in English.

Yang too lost his position like X, for speaking out against the massacre, in exactly the same way as in the book.

Years later, when I visited him in a third-class hospital without any state-of-the-art medical equipment, my eyes were wet. In his life, the old man had translated at least half of the Chinese classics into English!

Mencius says so well, “A true gentleman is not confounded by money or rank, nor subdued by poverty or hardship, nor bent by power or might.”

So I shall always remember Yang like that.
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