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Two Stories by Cao Kou

JOSH STENBERG
University of Sydney

The author Cao Kou (born 1977) hails from a small river island in the central Chinese city of
Nanjing, the former capital and still an important centre for literature and culture. Making his
literary debut in 2001, he has since developed a broad readership and earned critical acclaim
as a prolific author of fiction of all lengths, including a recent spate of flash fiction. Book-
length renditions have appeared in French and Swedish, but translation into English has so far
been limited to a few inclusions in translation sites such as Paper Republic and two
anthologies.!

With his deadpan narrative voice and often cryptic endings, Cao Kou’s stories present
fragments and raking glances from unglamorous precincts of urban China. His protagonists, as
in “Happy Childhood,” are often first-person narrators from a hardscrabble middle class who
contrast with both the miseries of rural poverty and the flashiness of cosmopolitan high-flyers
one more commonly encounters in contemporary Chinese fiction. Instead, we get the usually
quiet mass of ordinary urbanites, leading lives that are materially adequate and not notably
inspired, romantic, moral, or political. Taken together, this provides anti-dramatic,
deflationary account of contemporary urban China from an author (and characters) too young
to have experienced the Cultural Revolution and still pre-pubescent in 1989. On the other hand,
they are too old to be digital natives or glowing with the “Go Global” optimism of the Hu
Jintao-Wen Jiabao years, with the 2008 Beijing Olympics and the 2010 Shanghai Expo at the
apex of international friendliness to an economically and politically rising China.

Cao Kou is part of a very conversational type of writing in Chinese fiction, one that
arguably can be particularly associated with Nanjing writers (Twitchell and Huang, van Crevel
78). One effect of this chattiness is a pervasive use of paratactic phrases, where clauses are
strung together without hierarchy as a series of comments. Chinese fiction generally allows
looser syntax than more formal writing, but following this punctuation in translation creates
features such as run-on sentences and comma splices. However, in order to maintain the tone,
| have considered it preferable not to default entirely to conventional English grammar either,
but to trust the reader—who, after all, may well also have dealt with Joyce or Woolf or
Beckett—to follow the flow. Where outright ambiguity becomes a danger, however, | have
attempted to insert a judicious full stop here and there.

Rachel May noted that leaders of literary fiction in English are used to the way that
“[m]odernist fiction uses punctuation, along with such syntactic structures as conjunction and
parataxis, in experimental ways, for visual effect or to highlight the interplay of textual voices”
but that translators of author such as Woolf or Faulkner into French or Russian were liable to
normalize the punctuation. The same is true of Chinese writers such as Cao Kou, whose pun
too positions himself outside the literary mainstream, although he is resistant to labels such as
avant-garde. But even if his writing is not self-consciously path-breaking, the gain in similarity
of style and rhythm may outweigh the slightly more-than-equivalent increase in strangeness.

My attitude to this matter of punctuation has its foundation in an orientation toward the
illusion of transparency, what Anthea Bell called “the illusion...that the reader is reading not
a translation but the real thing” even as she acknowledged that it is “an impossible ideal to

LAn essay about Cao Kou and three translations of short stories (including two by the present translator), will be
published in the upcoming double issue on Nanjing Literature and Arts of Perspectives in the Arts and
Humanities Asia.
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achieve” (59). This position was articulated in more critical terms by Jiri Levy as “Illusionist
translators hide behind the original, as though they were presenting it to the reader directly
rather than as intermediaries, in order to create a translation illusion based on a contract with
the reader or the viewer” (19). On this commonsensical account, the reader of a piece of literary
fiction in translation knows that what they are reading is translation just as they know it is
fiction, and it is on acceptance of this contract that they undertake the reading. While also
acknowledging that “all translations can be situated along the continuum of illusionist-anti-
illusionist or domesticating-foreignizing” (Kellman 7) many translators and readers accept the
compromise of illusionist translating even when aware of its artificiality.

“The Story of Peng Fei and Wang Aishu” (first published in the literary journal
Hibiscus in 2014) and “Happy Childhood” (published in Youth, 2019) are fairly representative
of Cao Kou’s recent urban stories.? The narrators’ outsider personas, the deliberate shifts of
the narrator perspective, the resolute colloguialism and occasional vulgarity all present
particular difficulties for the translator, but the most challenging aspect is to manage the tone—
never quite leaving a world-weary, sardonic voice even when dealing with an unexpected death
(in “The Story of Peng Fei and Wang Aishu) or the legacy, two generations on, of Nanjing
Massacre atrocities (in “Happy Childhood”). My strategy for these two stories has been to try
to imagine them as something of a bar story (although a Cao Kou narrator is more likely at a
drunken banquet), as both stories seem to be narrated by men no longer quite young recounting
anecdotes from their past. To work toward the illusionist translation, this means veering away
from pathos, rephrasing for the chattiest option (“he got paid better” rather than “he earned
more”), but while also watching for the instances where contrasts in register (a sudden
distancing, an abrupt formality) or non sequiturs produce their disconcertingly humorous
effects.

Perhaps the most difficult single translation item came in “The Story of Peng Fei and
Wang Aishu” where an unconsidered use of first-person pronoun causes offense and is the
fulcrum of the story. The Chinese term is “laozi,” and means “father” (though literally it might
be “old one” and when it can sometimes be appropriately translated as “old man”). Used in the
first person, dictionaries variously note that it is colloquially “said in anger or in fun” and “used
arrogantly or jocularly” —and the story turns on this ambiguity. Peng Fei, who has some kind
of disability that impacts his mobility, is annoyed that his friend Wang Aishu has asked about
his medical expenses, and responds “Laozi never gets sick.” Wang is from the urban periphery
and poorer than Peng Fei. When Peng defends his body in a jocular fashion, Wang reads it in
class terms as arrogance (“Are you my laozi?”’). For this section, I finally settled on “Daddy”
which, though a substantially stranger first-person usage than the Chinese, is both intelligible
as jokiness and provides plausible grounds for offense, since “Who’s your Daddy?” is a phrase
expressing dominance, sometimes also of a sexual nature (Farhi). That awkwardness, too, reads
into the undercurrent of homophobic anxiety that runs through their homosocial interactions.

Vulgarity was also part of the equation in the opening of “Happy Childhood,” where
the familiar trope of teacher-crush takes a rather scatological turn with an eye (or a nose) for
the neutral male-chatty tone. While “arse” and “ass” situate the speaker uncomfortably on
either side of the pond, “butt” seems to be both less regional and less rude—while the Chinese
(“pigu”) is used for a broad range of registers but is itself as inoffensive as ‘behind’. (‘Behind’
was itself out since it does not come with cheeks and like ‘bum’ seems to be too deliberately
safe for a speaker who has no trouble saying ‘shit” —which needs to be contrasted with ‘crap’
later in the story when it becomes a fertiliser).

2 The stakes are different due to the inclusion of Xinjiang characters in one of Cao Kou’s other translated
stories, “Headscarf Girl” (Cao Kou 2020) but the protagonist’s tone and social position are very similar.
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As always with translation, cultural differences are a concern. Thus, although Chinese
gravestones do not say “Rest in Peace” or anything like it, to make legible the joke surrounding
the macabre proposed name for their Arbor Day tree, | found it necessary to undertake this
substitution. Similarly, a reference to the iconic Lei Feng has been prefaced with “worker hero.”
Other cultural references seemed comprehensible enough from context without further
explanation. But other resonances are unrecoverable: while the PRC reader of Cao’s generation
will recognize a certain theme song as marking the influx of Hong Kong culture of the 1980s,
no amount of translation legerdemain can convey this information. Similarly, QQ chatting
dates the beginning of “The Story of Peng Fei and Wang Aishu” to the early years of the
millennium in a way that AOL Instant Messenger might for North American users, but such a
substitution was avoided for fear of provoking a series of inapposite associations with the
reader. And one element, the textbook child heroes from the Sino-Japanese war who feature in
the textbooks of “Happy Childhood” combined the challenges of contextual complexity with
that of offensive language. On the one hand, the vignette highlights the decline from the
solemnity of the high Maoism to the mid-Deng era, by which time some of the propagandistic
cultural excess was becoming risible. And on the other, it contains the most common term for
the Japanese, certainly in Nanjing, with its grim wartime history. In the original draft |
translated guizi, literally “demons,” simply as “the Japanese.” But guizi is of course hopelessly
rude, and, called out by one of the peer reviewers, in the end there is little choice but to translate
Sinophone slur with Anglophone slur.
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Happy Childhood
Translated by Josh Stenberg

After the woman called Shi Zhenxiang
became our classroom teacher, no one
thought she was good-looking anymore.

Which is to say, before that, when she
was just our music teacher, she really had
been beautiful. Her two braids—on other
girls they would always dangle down the
back. But not on her, she always had them
down the front, one to the left, one to the
right, over the breasts. And she liked to fiddle
with the ends of the braids, which in good
time would shape the braids to curve around
the breasts. Wang Yong said, her breasts are
at least as big as those big rice bowls | eat out
of, if you turned them upside down. And as
he said that he gestured to his bony chest. |
said, sure, plus you eat two bowls every
meal. Other times the braids would end up
behind her. Like when she was writing on the
blackboard, besides gazing at her back (she
had two little hollows in her back, like
dimples) we gazed at the ends of her two
braids, one left and one right, outlining her
two buttcheeks. But the two buttcheeks
reeked. When we had music class, it was the
students’ job to bring in the pedal piano and
the piano stool. Wang Yong, who was in
charge of the piano stool, was enraptured by
the form that the buttcheeks left on the stool’s
leather covering after class. He knew that
after a time, the sponge beneath the leather
would resume its original shape, and the
marks of the two buttocks would disappear
by the time he had carried the stool out of the
room. | guess nothing on this earth ever lived
so briefly. That’s why Wang Yong on one
occasion lifted the stool so that he held it
from his chest to the tip of his nose, a sniff
even briefer than the indent’s brevity. It
stinks, Wang Yong said, that fresh scent of
shit. But we thought that the music teacher
Shi Zhenxiang was so beautiful anyway,
maybe we even thought she was more
beautiful because of it.

As classroom teacher, Shi Zhenxiang
was a big pain. She was relentless, ordering
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us to do this or that, and if you didn’t follow
her orders to the letter, you got punished.
Wang Yong wrote one character wrong, and
when she asked him why he had done that, he
said that he had been careless, he hadn’t
gotten a good look. So she yanked him by the
eyelid, almost making his eyeball pop out of
its socket. Instead, what came out were tears.
So she asked him, you think you’re getting a
hard deal? Wang Yong cried and, pointing at
me, said, | was copying off him! And so she
made me and Wang Yong place our hands on
the lectern and then she struck us with the
teacher’s pointer. It was a willow pointer;
Wang Yong had actually made it himself.
Right at the beginning of spring, he had taken
me down to the riverside with him, and,
scrambling up the tree, he picked this willow
shoot—straight and thick as it ought to be. To
get a clean break, he didn’t snap it off with
brute force, he cut it off with a little blade that
we used to sharpen pencils and that he kept
in his pocket. So that our pointer would be
different from other classes’ pointers, he
even carved a little pattern into it, and left a
centimetre of bark on it, and after that he had
cut a ring in the bark, so that the white (the
flesh of the tree) and the green (the bark)
crisscrossed and intersected...it was enough
to make your vision blur. By now, many of
those rings in the bark had been scraped off
by Shi Zhenxiang’s nails, and what she
hadn’t scraped off had already gone black.
We stood under the eaves outside the
classroom reminiscing about the past, a bad
taste in our mouths. Behind us was the sound
of Shi Zhenxiang tearing a strip off some
other classmate, and in front of us were the
school premises, deserted. Outside the staff
room, there would occasionally be someone
tipping the used leaves out of their cups—
when it came to refreshing their tea they were
very efficient— and so we had to walk
through their tealeaves every day. The little
boys and girls of Grade One were spelling
out the phonetic alphabet in an unholy
jumble. Of course, we had to admit that our
classroom teacher, Zhang Guixiong, who had
been with us since Year One, was much the
same as Shi Zhenxiang, with the only
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difference that he didn’t yank you by the
eyelid or strike you on the palm, instead
preferring to mete out kneeling and rapping
you on the head with his knuckles. But when
we thought of him as he was now, bedridden
in hospital, we felt very sorry for him. Shi
Zhenxiang had taken us once to the hospital
to visit him, and when we saw him lying
straight on the snow-white bedsheets,
covered in blankets that were equally snow-
white, it had felt to us like he had gotten
trapped in some pure but bitter winter. We
each reported to him how our studies were
progressing, and even sang a song that Shi
Zhenxiang had taught us, “Passing by Our
Teacher’s Window.” Zhang Guixiong
gratefully closed his eyes. We gave our dear
Teacher Zhang an old soup chicken and some
eggs, hoping for his quick recovery. At the
same time, we jubilantly welcomed Shi
Zhenxiang as our new head teacher, and
that’s when Wang Yong made the new
pointer especially for her. And before we
could even get around to to regret giving it to
her we were steeped in longing for Zhang
Guixiong.

Say, Wang Yong asked me, did Zhang
Guixiong die after all that?

I said, if we miss him so much, then he’s
dead for sure.

On Arbor Day, we had to plant trees.
Two students per sapling, along the outer
wall. Dawn redwoods. Naturally, Wang
Yong and | were paired together.

In the spot Shi Zhenxiang indicated, we
started to dig a hole. Wang Yong and | had a
dispute over whether to dig the hole first or
water the ground first. Wang Yong insisted
on the former procedure, 1 on the latter. The
difference of opinion became so animated
that in my imagination we started to grapple.
We each took our shovels and brought them
down on one another’s heads, and as soon as
| struck down, Wang Yong’s brains
splattered all over him. The white brain
matter splattering over the red kerchief was
particularly eye-catching. However, he
didn’t seem to mind this, emphasizing
instead that his mother had only yesterday
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washed his clothes, and that they still smelled
of soap. He didn’t mind where the brain
matter went, but not if it was going to get on
the clothes his mom had just washed., And
so with a shriek he slammed the shovel down
into my face, so that my face looked just like
the back of a shovel. I don’t know why I
could see my own face, but it looked just like
the imprint that Shi Zhenxiang had left on the
piano stool. And so | held the stool
assiduously under my nose, now situated
somewhere deep inside by face, and lo and
behold there was a whiff of shit.

Later, we had no choice but to
compromise. We didn’t water the soil, but
Wang Yong brought a shovelful of crap over
from the outhouse and dumped it in the hole,
and then, as | had advocated, we put the
sapling into the hole, filled it in with soil and
watered it. Nice, very nice, the crap would
offer our sapling more nutrition than other
students’ saplings, and that was science, I
had no grounds for opposition. And so that’s
what he did. It was quite a thick shovelful of
crap, with a contribution from every colour
of the rainbow albeit blackish on the whole.
Moreover, it wasn’t as stinky as we had
supposed. After Wang Yong dumped the
crap into the hole, I couldn’t stop myself
from bending over out of curiosity to have a
good look. Besides the little clumps of dry
shit and the thin multicoloured shit, the part
that most caught my eye was a piece of paper
that had been used as toilet paper but on
which the red exes and ticks of homework
could be clearly seen (paper for student use)
and the faces of the country’s leaders,
wreathed in smiles (paper for instructor use).
Besides that there was a shoe. Judging by its
size, it couldn’t belong to any kid older than
Year One. Wang Yong felt that the shoe
would offer the sapling no nutrition at all,
and plucked it out to go look for its owner.
Of course, that happened afterwards. First we
had to plant the tree properly.

According to Shi Zhenxiang’s previous
announcement, every tree was to be named
by the pair that had planted it, and the
instructions were to hang a cardboard sign on
the sapling, bearing the name it had been
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given. We looked at the names the other kids
had used, some were called “Sprouty” and
others “Hardy,” lots of names like that. There
was also one called “My Chinese Heart,”
which | suppose was innovative. But none of
them inspired my admiration.

We need to give it a killer name! I said.

I guess because he was related to more
dead people and often went to their graves,
Wang Yong said, let’s call it “RIP Wang and
Cao,” then everyone will see right away that
we planted it.

I said, why wouldn’t it be called “RIP
Cao and Wang” then, people would still see
right away that we planted it.

It would have been dull to argue about
it, and it was exhausting to stand about trying
to think of a name. So we went down to the
cement ping-pong table.

To avoid interference, we separated
ourselves by the row of bricks that formed
the ping-pong net and each sat on his own
side to think. The campus was full of our
classmates chasing each other down and
beating each other up, allegedly enjoying
their happy childhood years, while Wang
Yong and | had to take time out of our happy
childhoods to make up names for a tree, it
was really a big ask.

So why don’t we call it “Happy
Childhood?” Wang Yong and I said, almost
simultaneously.

We spent a whole spring looking for the
kid who had lost that little shoe. However, we
didn’t proactively ask people if they had lost
a shoe; instead, we just stared at people’s
feet. We hoped to find someone wearing only
one shoe at morning call at the
sportsgrounds. Hard work pays off, because
we discovered that Teacher Tao, who ran the
public address system, only had one shoe on.
By the way, this Teacher Tao was bald and
middle-aged, with a crutch under his arm.
They said as a youngster he’d worked in the
stone quarry, doing the explosives. One day
he blew his own leg off. Crippled, he came to
work at the school. Mostly he acted as
gatekeeper and ran the public address
system,  broadcasting  marches and
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commands, and occasionally reading out
student texts in dialect, polished by the
classroom teachers, about life under the
national flag. On weekends, if we wanted to
come into campus but he hadn’t let us in, we
could jump over the wall anyway. On the
whole, since he was crippled, and because he
had never appeared in the classrooms, and
because he seemed to have no friends or
family, and had never married, and lived in
the school, everybody really loved him. We
even thought about how, when we grew old,
we would all really miss Teacher Tao.

That’s why, after class, we went to the
PA office.

In the PA office, besides chairs and
tables, a record player, microphones, and
embroidered pennants, there were also some
flags hung against the wall. Half-hidden by
the flags was a drum as well as shiny golden
cymbals. Ah, these were things for use on
holidays, which made us naturally think of
the Children’s Day shows on June Ist.

Teacher Tao, we saw that you were
only wearing one shoe, can we ask does this
shoe belong to the other foot? Wang Yong
said without preamble.

Teacher Tao took the shoe, turning it
every which way and even flipping up the
tongue to look inside, and then said with
great certainty, no, I don’t have a shoe like
that.

I said, if it is yours, there’s no need to be
polite.

It really isn’t mine, Teacher Tao said
earnestly, and even placed the shoe in the
place where the foot he lost in the quarry
would have been, and swung the remaining
stump of his limb, did you really think it
might be?

Actually we had thought, apart from the
size, they really might make a pair.

Wang Yong thought that we shouldn’t
give up so easily, saying, Teacher Tao,
maybe it was a shoe that you lost when you
were a kid, right?

A compassionate smile on his features,
Teacher Tao guided us into the days of his
childhood. He said that he really was always
losing things when he was a kid, and among
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them had indeed been a shoe. At the time, the
Japanese had often raped Chinese women,
while the Nationalists were holding the door
open a crack, to peek in. Teacher Tao had not
at that time been a woman, actually he was
only a little boy of four or five, but—and he
didn’t know why—he too had fled with that
pack of women. As they fled, the shoe of the
foot that would later be blown off had indeed
been lost.

The story filled us with boundless
sympathy. I said, if you hadn’t lost that shoe
back in the day, maybe the leg wouldn’t have
been blown off? Do you think that’s right?

That’s right, dear children, Teacher Tao
agreed, nodding.

We threw the shoe, whose owner could
not be found, back into the outhouse pit just
as June 1% arrived: Children’s Day.

Shi Zhenxiang asked all the pupils in the
class, both boys and girls, to wear white
shirts and black pants, and also to ask our
parents to bring twenty cents each for a new
red Kkerchief. That morning, we were
furthermore requested to arrive at school an
hour early, so that she could put make-up on
all of us. Now that Wang Yong had changed
his usual appearance and had heavy
eyebrows and great big eyes as well as scarlet
cheeks, he looked to me just like the kid in
the textbook illustration who heroically
delivers the letter across enemy lines while
he thought I looked like the youth who leads
the Japs into the Eighth Army trap.

We got presents, the same as every year:
a pencil, an eraser and two hard fruit
bonbons. Also like every year, first the red
flag was raised at the sports ground before we
paraded around the track to deafening drums
and music. Then we entered our assigned
formations and sat down on the grass to hear
the town mayor and the principal’s
congratulatory addresses, and only after that
would there be the cultural shows that we
were waiting for. Every year at that point the
farmers working the land outside the school
and the women workers in their factory
uniforms would all run over to watch us. And
given that these farmers and factory workers
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were our parents, we put every effort into our
performances.

For me and Wang Yong this was our last
Children’s Day. So we decided to perform a
martial arts battle.

To the strains of The Legendary Fok
theme song, Wang Yong and | leapt into the
performance space, and without any
explanation began to fight. | landed a punch
on his face and one of his teeth immediately
flew off. But he kicked me in the groin and
the impact made me feel that even when |
was of age | could forget about getting
married. So | had no choice but to find a brick
to tap him on the head with, covering his face
in blood. This blinded him, and he groped
about in all directions like a tai chi master,
finally grabbing a little first grade boy sitting
in the first row. He pulled him to his feet,
then lifted him to land me a crushing head
blow. | evaded him and the little boy landed
head-first on the ground.

Motherfucker, I’'m going to kill you, I
said.

Motherfucker, not if I kill you first,
Wang Yong said.

Our performance was greeted with
thunderous applause.

Due to the severity of our injuries, we
were each separately sent to the hospital. At
the hospital we learnt that our former
classroom teacher Zhang Guixiong had
already died. Also, because today was
Children’s Day, there were casualties from
all the primary schools and there were few
beds available so Wang Yong and | had to
sleep in the same bed. Perhaps it was the
same bed Zhang Guixiong had died on.
Because everything in the hospital was
white, we were like people who had lost their
way in the snow and, struck down by
dizziness, we rapidly fell asleep.

When we awoke, the blazing sun was
coming in through the window and shedding
a shit-coloured sheen over the whole
sickroom. We felt much more comfortable.

I had a dream, Wang Yong said.

So did I, I said.
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Me first, Wang Yong said. | dreamt of
the PA office, Teacher Tao and Shi
Zhenxiang were doing the dirty, and | saw
her boobies and her butt.

What about Teacher Tao? | asked.

Of course he was naked too, but | think
he still had both his legs, the one that got
blown off had grown back, a very small new
leg, it had grown back up but only reached
the knee on his good leg. There was a foot on
it too, very small, and on it was that shoe we
got from the outhouse.

That’s a great dream. I gave a sigh of
genuine admiration.

And you, what about your dream?

I said, my dream’s not as good as yours,
it’ll be boring.

How come?

| dreamt that | had grown up and was
going back to school as an alum. But our
school had merged with other schools, and
there was nobody here anymore. The map of
the study area in coloured chalk on the
blackboard—that was still there—and the
picture you drew of worker hero Lei Feng in
white was there too, and even the hairless
mops in the hygiene corner and the red
pennants—they were all there, but there was
no wind, so nothing was moving.

And the tree? Our Happy Childhood?

I didn’t see it. No. No. I said.

The Story of Peng Fei and Wang Aishu

You probably remember how it was
when Peng Fei and Wang Aishu met for the
first time.

Wang Aishu said, you have a limp, you
really are a cripple.
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Peng Fei said, yeah, didn’t | tell you that
when we were chatting on QQ?

You did, but it’s worse than I thought.

You’re not
mentioned it.

the only one who’s

And then they went out to eat. In theory
people meeting for the first time should have
something to drink, but both of them said that
they didn’t touch the stuff, they kept politely
refusing—

Try this, fresh soybeans with chicken,
the beans are OK, but the chicken seems to
be no good.

Guess not. The twice-cooked pork’s not
bad, I'll finish it if you don’t want this last
piece.

That’s all. They were a bit less animated
than in their QQ chats. So what if they
chatted, I bet you don’t remember what
about, either.

After that they saw each other for years.
Just because it was the way they had first met
up, in those years they mostly went out to eat.
They ordered a few dishes, a big rice bowl
which they split between their two little
bowls and then, grunting, shovelled into their
mouths. When the weather was hot, they
didn’t eat as much, and when it was cold,
they ordered an extra bowl of rice. In theory
they took turns getting the bill, never splitting
it, but most of the time Peng Fei got it,
because, by Wang Aishu’s own account, he
lived in the boonies, not like Peng Fei who
lived downtown, and for whom it was no
trouble to get to the restaurants. Plus Peng
Fei was a cripple, it didn’t make sense to
make him go all the way out to where Wang
lived, so it was always Wang Aishu who
picked him up at home, and then at the
restaurant Peng Fei was host. Another thing:
Peng Fei had once let slip the fact that he got
paid more than Wang Aishu.

Soon they had eaten at every place near
Peng Fei’s home. In the end they had to come
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to a conclusion, which was that Xianggin
Inn—°Zither of Hunan’— was the best of the
lot.

Once, after they had eaten there twenty
or thirty times, Wang Aishu discovered that
Peng Fei’s gaze was fixed on the twice-
cooked pork with an expression totally
devoid of appetite, and asked him what was
up. Peng Fei indicated that he couldn’t finish
it.

Why, isn’t this your favourite? Wang
Aishu said, taking the opportunity to stuff
some of the pork into his mouth.

Peng Fei shook his head and said
nothing.

Are you sick? The state covers your
treatment, right? Wang Aishu polished off
another chunk of twice-cooked pork.

Because he couldn’t get around easily,
Peng Fei hated getting sick, so he also hated
it when people talked about it. An edge in his
voice, he said, Daddy doesn’t get sick.

This annoyed Wang Aishu too, and he
put down his chopsticks to question him.
Daddy, where did that come from, are you
my Daddy?

That’s not what I mean, Peng Fei said,
looking irritated and tired. I think what we’re
doing isn’t right.

You mean because there aren’t any
girls?

That’s one problem of
but...never mind, let’s just eat.

course,

Wang Aishu was a clever guy, so of
course he wasn’t going to pester Peng Fei to
say what he didn’t want to or wasn’t in any
hurry to say.

Having watched in admiration as Peng
Fei stuffed himself with several mouthfuls of
rice, Wang Aishu picked a sliver of meat
about the size of a fingernail cutting from his
teeth, and felt much more at ease. He said,
why do you eat like you’re taking a crap?

Hungh?
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Hungh. Hungh hungh hungh, it’s how
you grunt when you’re having a crap, too,
right?

As you know, this ended in a bloody
brawl. Wang Aishu got his head split open by
the liquor bottle Peng Fei smashed on him,
and he bled like a fountain. Peng Fei was
felled by Wang Aishu’s sweeping kick and
rolled on the ground. And why? Because
Peng Fei’s good leg had a fracture from the
fall. The good thing was that nothing too
serious resulted, he rested up at home for a
little for over a month, and then he could go
about, limping on his good leg as before.

In the years when they had blocked each
other’s QQ accounts and stopped seeing each
other, the two of them each continued along
the straight and narrow path of human life,
both becoming husbands and fathers. Wang
Aishu didn’t have stable work, and he still
lived on the edge of the city, so at the
beginning girls would always look down on
him, a fact which didn’t change until his wife
made her appearance. Although Peng Fei
worked in a state enterprise and the state paid
for his treatment, and although he also lived
downtown, on account of his being a cripple
it took a lot of trials and tribulations before
he got a wife. In any event, an outsider would
have said that the two of them had gotten
married at about the same time and after a
year had become fathers also at about the
same time, but because they weren’t in touch
anymore, neither of them was aware of it,
that was all.

Not only that, but the marriages they
made had helped with their careers. Wang
Aishu’s wife had a good bunch of relatives,
in the ceramic tiles business— a huge
enterprise, and Wang Aishu became a
manager in their company—and he learned
everything about the business, wore gold
necklaces, drove an S-Class Mercedes. Peng
Fei, because of his leg, had gone into
administration in his office, and before you
knew it he was section chief. Of course the
constant banquet drinking was tiring, and his

111



) — ML 55 A 3 B < B T KT
522 WM RO R 2 AR Ip o = i T AT BT
B, FIR iR b 7 IER . BT &
9 J5), R Bk B TR RIS B A 1 AR T L EE
AU A XL, 5 KR AR .

UXRE IR 25 7 LA SRS ATTAE —
WFAL EHEIET .

EAFEERIAM “HAN” o R X2M
%o HE T NERIFE KR B A RTE CH A
N7 BAMXIFE. Wi, A1 g 2k —
A QQ AP AL, XIFHEIEZIXA QQ HEHIK
BN RARELIZR A . SO T A8+
B o SRR, J LR R BRI 21,
HAENEHEKS . 2 CHEEZ MR LR
TR, A A TR R B 7[R SRR IRk, 56 ELAH
FLI T 2K SR 5 A A SO S 53 (AR Lo 1
BB AT 1 AT A XS e B S AR g A,
H AR S B AT, O HZ L “HA N
R REITRHE. E T, “HAN” AMUERE
HIRENMAIIE N, W R . SC8E “H A
N7 T 2R R R BT A R RTE
“CHAN” P04 & s FEAL s AN 2
A, FAR R e H g A E N B ARE
FREERUR, I LR A4 13, T

B AL

drawers were stuffed with mouldering high-
end cigarettes, but—what could you do—
without all that, Peng Fei would have thought
there was something missing.

And just like that, in the blink of an eye,
several years had passed. Then they ran into
each other at a funeral.

The dead guy was called “The
Japanese.” Of course that was just his
username. Only when they were actually at
the mourning hall did they find out that his
real name was Liu Chunhua—Spring
Flourishing. Which is all just to say that they
had all been members of the same QQ group.
Liu Chunhua had been the founder of the QQ
group, actually. The group had been devoted
mostly to talking about movies, literature,
and sexual practices. In those years people
had really been into online chatting, at
practically every moment of every hour of
every day someone was messaging
something to the group. Peng Fei and Wang
Aishu had been among the livelier
participants, and when they had found out
that they were living in the same city, they
started PMing each other and then there was
the meeting that you will find described at the
beginning of this story. At the Zither of
Hunan Inn, besides eating fresh soybeans
with chicken and twice-cooked pork, they
had of course largely pursued the chatgroup
themes, mostly taking The Japanese’s views
as their point of departure. To put it plainly,
The Japanese was not only the founder and
creator of the group, they had also been the
spiritual leader. The pillar on which these
views rested was his academic knowledge.
Everyone in the chatgroup knew that The
Japanese had an advanced degree and a lofty
income, that he owned a company, and had
in younger years studied abroad and also
fucked foreign girls, and furthermore that he
had also written a popular TV series,
published a number of bestsellers— so no
matter whether it was academic or street
smarts, The Japanese was a cut above
opinionated dumbasses like Peng Fei and
Wang Aishu who had never left their own
little corner.
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In the days when the two of them had
eaten twice-cooked pork together, they had
once shamelessly invited The Japanese to
join them—if he should happen to pass
through Nanjing, the two of them would do
their best for him as hosts—treating him to
twice-cooked pork at the The Zither of
Hunan. After the break occasioned by the
bloody brawl, and although the groupchat
still went on, but—who knows why—Peng
Fei and Wang Aishu had turned suddenly
into silent lurkers on the chat.

It might have had something to do with
the era. After blogs and Weibo and so on,
people stopped chatting on QQ so much,
including the groupchats. That was Peng
Fei’s take on it.

All the same, the message sent by the
assistant manager of the groupchat had come
to the attention of Peng Fei and Wang Aishu.
The assistant, a busybody, had not only let
everyone know that their leader The Japanese
had sadly died of cancer, but had also
expressed the hope that everyone would try
to make it to the funeral to see him off. The
address and the contact number were
appended at the bottom. There was a whiff of
youth and of friendship-is-forever about it,
and it assaulted the senses. More than a few
of the groupchat members really did show
up, although that might not have been
entirely because of mourning, some of them
were just taking the opportunity to get some
fresh air— e.g. Peng Fei— and some of them
had heard that “The Japanese” was from a
place renowned for its green hills and clear
water—e.g. Wang Aishu. The latter had
heard with his own ears, on the day of the
funeral, a girl from the chat who had come
from the other end of the country, saying in
fulsome praise of a stream, “Wow, the water
here really is clear, can I just dip my bottle in
and drink it like mineral water? I’m going to
export the stuff.”
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The Japanese aka Liu Chunhua,
knowing that the grim reaper was at the door,
had asked his family to drag him back home
from Beijing. In China, any place with green
mountains and clean water is bound to be
poverty-stricken, in fact it would be more
accurate to praise them as pauper’s
mountains and unlucky waters. So when
Peng Fei and Wang Aishu made their
separate ways there, they just couldn’t
believe that the incomparably wise spiritual
leader The Japanese had come from one of
these poor and unlucky places. His home was
derelict, it was probably from the Qing
Dynasty, what you might call the ancestral
home. The pigpen was just outside the
bedroom window, so you could probably
smell the stench of pigshit all year round.
And Liu Chunhua’s parents were yokels
through and through, short and dark, wearing
clothes from the 1970s. Even more
dispiriting was the fact that the guy in charge
of assembling and taking care of all the
groupchat friends had told them, without
letting the parents know, that Liu Chunhua
had died owing a shitload of cash, and that he
hoped they would all make small donations,
anything they could manage. Peng Fei hadn’t
brought much cash, and a boonie town like
this didn’t have an ATM, and so there was
nothing for it but to borrow a bit from Wang
Aishu, and make sure to pay him back the
same day, when they got back to town. The
latter had given a big belly-laugh, waved him
off, and said they would treat it as money
owing from the bill at the Zither of Hunan.
The former wouldn’t accept, saying, that was
then and this is now. All in all, the two of
them went through a good long round of
polite refusals.

Which is to say that the meeting at
funeral apparently had caused Peng Fei and
Wang Aishu to forget their falling-out and
make up. They both gazed reverently at The
Japanese’s body, though to tell the truth, the
guy really wasn’t much to look at.

| thought he would be so tall and
handsome, Peng Fei said.
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Why is he wearing glasses, what’s the
idea of putting glasses on a dead guy? Wang
Aishu said.

Even more astonishing was that while
The Japanese Liu Chunhuaslept in his coffin,
a few hearty groupchat friends carried him to
the foot of the mountain to bury him. There
were graves all around the foot of the
mountain, half-way up the mountain and
none at the top. Did that show that the people
feigning respect for the dead were actually
too lazy to bury them up a little higher? What
was astonishing about it was not the fact of
burial, which was against the cremation
regulation, but how ancient it all was. An
internet celebrity, screaming all over the
web, and in the end he lies in this ancient
village— what was that all about?

Although they had booked different
plane tickets, they took the same way back to
the provincial capital, where there was an
airport.

On the way they naturally discussed
their situation over the last few years. Both
seemed pretty gratified, and then sighed and
wrung their hands about the deceased to
reinforce their own gratification. Some
unconventional, philosophical thoughts even
occurred to them, as the prospect of
imminent middle age glittered in front of
them. But because the prospect couldn’t be
clearly enough discerned, they didn’t discuss
it deeply. Still, there was some kind of
impasse between the two of them, they both
knew that well enough in their hearts.

Huh, huh, Wang Aishu couldn’t stop
himself, though he said also with some

embarrassment, there’s something I want to
ask you, OK?

Of course.

What did you want to say in the first
place? It really doesn’t do to look back at the
past, and Wang Aishu felt that he was
blushing. | mean, you know, the time we got
into a fight?
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guessed that the meeting at the funeral would
sooner or later result in this question, but
when Wang Aishu really did bring it up, he
was still nervous: really, | forget.

Oh.

Uh-huh.

Yeah, since it was years ago.
Yeah.

It’s been quite a while.

Maybe, Peng Fei said uncertainly, what
you wanted was for us not to eat like that
anymore?

Well then how?

Uh, for example, maybe we should have had
something to drink?
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