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Translator’s Note


“… So, they withdrew and wrote their various accounts to vent their frustrations, intent on handing down empty words to make themselves known.”

Sima Qian, “The Letter to Ren An”



As every Chinese schoolchild knows, Sima Qian’s first-century BCE historical classic Records of the Historian was—as the Ming dynasty literary critic Jin Shengtan memorably put it a millennium and a half later—the product of a “bellyful of stored-up resentment.” Jin Shengtan’s characterization can be traced back to Sima Qian’s own lamentation, in a letter he wrote near the end of his life, that many rich and powerful figures end up disappearing from the historical record—after which he proceeded to list several famous works authored by figures who, he argued, had found themselves stymied in their quest for worldly success, and consequently withdrew from political life and turned to writing in order to “vent their frustration” (fafen).fn1 For Sima Qian, writing functions as a sublimated expression of the author’s personal frustrations in response to setbacks in the real world—offering the author the possibility of realizing through his writing the fame and influence he was unable to achieve in real life.

As Sima Qian made clear in this same letter, his discussion of the visceral resentment that may drive literary production had clear autobiographical resonances. He complains bitterly about how, in 99 BCE, he had been accused of offending Emperor Wu of the Han, as a result of which he was sentenced to be castrated. Given that castration was regarded as a fate worse than death, it would have been expected for someone of Sima Qian’s stature to then promptly take his own life—but he instead resolved to live so that he might fulfill the promise he had made on his father’s deathbed twelve years earlier, to complete the monumental historical project his father had begun just a few years earlier. Sima Qian labored for decades over this massive and extraordinarily influential historical chronicle that traces China’s socio-political history from the legendary Yellow Emperor up to what was then the present-day. Like the earlier literary figures to whom Sima Qian tacitly compared himself, he managed to leave an indelible historical mark after his death despite having suffered devastating dishonor and humiliation while still alive.

Sima Qian’s monumental text would go on to not only be an invaluable source of information on early China, but also to provide a structural and literary model for the cycle of dynastic histories that followed. There are twenty-four official dynastic histories in all, beginning with Records of the Historian and concluding with the Qing dynasty’s History of the Ming. Each of these subsequent dynastic histories was formally commissioned by the imperial court of a new dynasty, and uses a similar approach to chronicle the history of the preceding dynasty. In addition to these official histories, Records of the Historian also provided a model for another historical genre known as “local gazetteers.” Numbering in the tens of thousands, these local gazetteers were regional histories compiled by officials and local gentry. Both the dynastic histories and the local gazetteers typically consisted of a combination of narratives, biographies, anecdotes, and other historical materials, and Yan Lianke uses these two interrelated historiographic genres as a loose narrative model for his novel The Explosion Chronicles. In particular, Yan’s novel uses a similar compositional structure that brings together individual biographies, clan genealogies, and descriptions of pivotal events in order to trace a broad swath of a community’s history.

In The Explosion Chronicles, Yan Lianke relates the history of the community of Explosion, located in the same Balou Mountain region of Henan province in which Yan has set many of his other fictional works. The novel surveys more than a thousand years of Explosion’s history, but devotes by far the most detailed attention to the post-1949 era, and particularly to the post-Mao period. Two years after Mao Zedong’s death in 1976, his successor Deng Xiaoping launched the Reform and Opening Up Movement, which generated a long period of economic expansion, and in Yan’s novel the community of Explosion capitalizes on this opportunity as it metastasizes from a modest village into a town, a county, a city, and finally a provincial-level megalopolis. The Explosion Chronicles tracks the community’s explosive growth by focusing on the complicated relationship between individuals belonging to three of the community’s major clans, using a set of intersecting biographical narratives to detail the history of the community as a whole. At the same time, even as the novel chronicles the history of Explosion, it simultaneously uses the community to offer an ironic commentary on China’s own hyperbolic growth, as the novel uses Explosion as a metonym for the Chinese nation as a whole.

As the narrative of The Explosion Chronicles traces Explosion’s development, it employs a variety of different measuring systems. For instance, the novel initially refers to the months of the year using the traditional Chinese lunar calendar, but by the end of the novel it is clearly using the Western calendar. (In Chinese, this shift is subtle, since under both systems months are referred to simply as “second month,” “third month,” and so forth, though there is always a one- or two-month gap between, say, the second month of the lunar calendar and the second month in the Western calendar). Similarly, for units of length, weight, and so forth, the narrative often uses a combination of metric and traditional Chinese units. In the translation, I have preserved the metric units, but have translated some of the traditional Chinese units into English ones, for units in which there is a close equivalent. For instance, a Chinese chi is roughly equal to a foot, and a Chinese cun is roughly equal to an inch. On the other hand, for Chinese units that lack a close equivalent in the English system (such as a mu, which is equivalent to about 0.16 acres, or a jin, which is equivalent to 1.3 pounds), I have simply retained the Chinese unit.

Many of the specific elements in The Explosion Chronicles are clearly fantastical. For instance, one character collects shards of moonlight in order to dry out the smudged ink of an old almanac that contains the fates of the other characters. At the same time, however, some putatively fictional elements actually have real-life correlates, such as a reference to a torrential downpour that is described as being the largest Beijing had seen in more than six centuries, and which was directly inspired by record-breaking rainfall that inundated the capital in July of 2012, just as Yan was completing the novel. As a result, the novel’s use of hyperbolic mimicry has not only a defamiliarizing effect, in that it invites readers to view familiar practices in a new way, but also an uncannily familiarizing one, in that it invites readers to consider the relationship between the novel’s fictional content and the “real world.”

This interplay between reality and fiction, meanwhile, is further developed in the paratextual material positioned at the margins of the novel itself. The main text of The Explosion Chronicles is framed by a metatextual preface and postface written by (a fictional) Yan Lianke, who is introduced as the author and editor of the chronicles themselves. Modeled loosely on the real-life author, this fictional figure is presented as a prominent novelist who lives in Beijing, where he is a professor at Renmin University. Since this fictional Yan Lianke is originally from Explosion, local municipal leaders have recruited him to write and edit a historical chronicle of their community. He accepts this assignment, but insists that he be given complete autonomy to compose the work as he sees fit, explaining that he does not wish to merely model it on traditional Chinese historical chronicles, but rather to treat it as a creative literary endeavor in its own right. The municipal leaders agree, though the result is perhaps not what they expected.

Moreover, the entire work (including the main text, as well as the preface and postface) is itself embedded within yet another paratextual frame consisting of a pair of notes that offer additional reflections on the novel and its literary context. First, the book opens with a translator’s note by the work’s English-language translator, which situates the novel within a tradition of Chinese dynastic histories and local gazetteers, while also commenting on the structure and contents of the text itself. At the end of the book, an author’s note by (the real-life) Yan Lianke positions the novel in relation to a literary practice that Yan calls mythorealism, which he defines as the use of a nonrealistic narrative style to explore contemporary China’s underlying reality. In this note, Yan describes how his recent novels are motivated by a sense of righteous indignation in response to the horrifying realities of contemporary China (such as the hundreds of dead pigs that suddenly appeared floating down China’s Huangpu River during the Lunar New Year holiday in early 2013, just as Yan was carrying out the final revisions of the novel), and he implies that the The Explosion Chronicles itself may be viewed as a product, like Sima Qian’s Records of the Historian, of a process of venting frustration—frustration of not only with the situation in which China currently finds itself, but also with the authors’ limited ability to intercede with that same reality.

At the same time, however, the novel suggests that the process of writing about this history and contemporary reality may be productive in its own right. From the text of the old almanac that can only be read after its pages have been dried out by shards of moonlight, to the fictional text of the Chronicles themselves, Yan’s novel suggests that through a careful study of the past and present, it may be possible to gain insight into the future, establish a new legacy, and create a new historical record. Or, as Sima Qian describes his own project, “I have cast a broad net across the old accounts that have been lost or neglected. Examining these in light of past events, I have gathered together all the evidence for cosmic and dynastic cycles, having studied the underlying causes of success and failure, and of rise and decline…. I have tried to probe the boundaries of heaven and man and comprehend the changes of past and present, thereby perfecting a tradition for my family.”fn2

—Carlos Rojas


CHAPTER 1
Prefatory Material

1. AUTHOR’S PREFACE

Esteemed readers, permit me to use this Note to clarify a few points. If these thoughts are not to your liking, feel free to curse me but please don’t criticize our other comrades on the Chronicle Committee.

1) I agreed to put aside the novel on which I was working to accept the role of author and editor of The Explosion Chronicles. Apart from the fact that I grew up in Explosion, another motivation (or tacit motivation) for this decision was the enormous financial compensation that Explosion City offered me—a sum so large it left me speechless. I hope readers will forgive me, but I really needed the money, just as a man with too much testosterone needs a woman. The mayor sent his secretary to Beijing to visit me. “Mr. Yan, the mayor says you should tell us how much you want, and as long as you don’t claim all of the city’s banks, we are willing to agree to anything.” I was overwhelmed by this offer, and was captivated by the promise of riches. Please don’t ask me how much I ended up earning for writing and editing this. All I can say is that after completing The Explosion Chronicles, I’ll never again need to worry about money—whether it be to purchase a house or a luxury car, or even for reputation and social status.

I therefore agreed to serve as the author and editor of The Explosion Chronicles. I spent quite a bit of time and effort on this project, not only for the sake of my readers and for Explosion City, but also to earn the vast sum of money specified in the contract.

2) Before I began work on The Explosion Chronicles, Mayor Kong Mingliang and the entire editorial committee agreed to my three requests: (A) That I would use only materials and facts I could trust, and reserved the right to decline any examples or requests people might bring me. (B) Given that I am a novelist and a novelist’s primary significance lies in a process of defamiliarization, I wanted to write these chronicles in my own fashion, and not simply copy the format and narrative conventions of traditional Chinese historical chronicles. (C) I asked that the editorial committee assign me a cute and clever secretary, ideally a recent humanities major.

3) Regardless of how Explosion City decides to print and publish these chronicles, the city and I, as the primary author, will jointly hold the copyright, but if Explosion decides to stop printing the text, I will retain exclusive rights over any subsequent reprintings.

4) The authorial and financial rights for all translations (including translation into traditional characters for Hong Kong and Taiwan editions of the work), adaptations for film or other media, Internet serialization, and other adaptions will be retained by me, Yan Lianke, as the primary author, and Explosion City and the members of the editorial board will relinquish further rights.

And so on, and so forth.

Dear readers, I have recorded all of this, though ordinarily it should not have been made public, just as a gentleman should not air his dirty laundry. Go ahead and read it, and curse me. Any of you can stand on that arch of chastity and curse me for being a prostitute, a whore, and a novelist completely lacking integrity. You may curse me to death and drown me in an ocean of spittle—but before you bury me, I have but one request, like a criminal sentenced to death who wishes to make a final statement:

Read these chronicles! Even if you read only a few pages, it will be as if you deposited a flower on my grave!

2. THE EXPLOSION CHRONICLES EDITORIAL BOARD


Honorary director: Kong Mingliang, mayor of Explosion City

Acting director, author, and editor: Yan Lianke, author and professor at People’s University, Beijing

Associate director: Kong Mingguang, professor at the Municipal Teachers College, and former chair of the editorial board of the The Explosion County Chronicles



Members of the editorial board (listed by the stroke order of their surname):


Kong Mingyao: A famous industrialist from Explosion City

Chen Yi: Professor at the Municipal Teachers College

Li Jinjin: Cadre in the Municipal Culture Bureau and folklore expert

He Zhaojin: High school language teacher

Su Dianshi: Lecturer at the Municipal Education Academy

Ouyang Zhi: Female, worker

Yang Xicheng: Worker

Zhao Ming: Video artist for the municipal literary federation




Graphics: Luo Zhaolin

Copyeditor: Jin Jingmao

Treasurers: Liang Guodong, Dang Xueping



3. CHRONOLOGY OF THE COMPILATION PROCESS


1) August 2007, the municipal government decided to compile The Explosion Chronicles, for which it agreed to consult The Explosion City Local Gazetteers.

2) September 2007, the editorial board of The Explosion Chronicles was constituted and headed by Kong Mingguang, a professor at the Municipal Teachers College.

3) October 2007, the editorial board held its first meeting and began the formal editing process, using existing local gazetteers as its foundation.

4) March 2008, the process of collecting documents was basically complete.

5) March 2009, the first draft was written and printed, and then distributed to all of the county departments for review and comment.

6) December 2009, The Explosion Chronicles was sent to the printers.

7) February 2010, printing was completed.

8) October 2010, in order to help The Explosion Chronicles circulate more widely, the municipal government decided to hire a famous local author to undertake a thorough rewrite, to make it an outstanding literary achievement. The objective was to document Explosion’s transformation from a village into a town, from a town into a city, and from a city into a provincial-level megalopolis, while also celebrating Explosion’s heroes, personalities, and citizens.

9) October 10, 2010, the renowned author Yan Lianke returned to his hometown, formally took over as head of the The Explosion Chronicles editorial board, and immediately got to work.




10) Late November 2010, after completing extensive research, interviews, and reflection, Yan Lianke offered his suggestions on how The Explosion Chronicles might be revised, and requested that the text be entirely rewritten from an individual’s point of view. In the end, this suggestion was approved by the mayor.

11) February 2011, Yan Lianke drafted a new narrative frame for the work.

12) October 2011, he began the formal process of rewriting and editing The Explosion Chronicles.

13) March 2012, while Yan Lianke was serving as a foreign writer in residence at Hong Kong Baptist University, he finished the majority of The Explosion Chronicles.

14) August 2012, the first draft of The Explosion Chronicles was completed.

15) September 2012, the manuscript of The Explosion Chronicles was distributed to the Explosion municipal government and to all levels of society, to read and evaluate. The work incited an uproar and received a steady string of critiques and denunciations, such that it became a legendary metropolitan chronicle that was privately circulated throughout Explosion.

16) 2013, The Explosion Chronicles was released in Chinese simultaneously by publishers in Mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong, but virtually all of the cadres, administrators, intellectuals, and common people of Explosion refused to recognize this fantastic and absurd text, which incited an unprecedented antihistorical movement. As a result, Yan Lianke was prohibited from ever returning to Explosion, where he had grown up.




CHAPTER 2
Geographic Transformation (1)

1. NATURAL VILLAGE

Song dynasty

During the Northern Song, the former capital, Luoyang, was located 350 kilometers from the new capital, Bianliang (present-day Kaifeng); and 70 kilometers west of Luoyang was Gaoyi county, where beneath the peaks of Funiu Mountain the earth’s crust was still molten. The volcano erupted and the smoke did not disperse for several months. At the time, people did not know anything about the earth’s crust or tectonic plates, and so they simply said that the land itself was rupturing and exploding. The people living in the vicinity of the volcano ran for their lives when the ground fractured. Some of them fled to the Balou mountain range more than a hundred li away, where they settled down and began farming. This community came to be known as Explosion Village, in commemoration of the mass migration that had been precipitated by the earth’s fracturing and explosion.

Yuan dynasty

When Explosion Village was first founded, it had about a hundred residents. Because the village had the Yi River in front and the Balou mountain range in back, and because its fields were wide and flat, farmers would often gather there to barter and to buy and sell goods. As a result, the village gradually became a small marketplace.

Ming dynasty

The village’s population grew to over five hundred, with most of the residents surnamed either Kong or Zhu. Many of them claimed to be descendants of Confucius, though there are no genealogical records to corroborate this claim. The village had a custom whereby on market day—which was held on the first, eleventh, and twenty-first of each month—everyone would congregate to buy and sell goods.

Qing dynasty

During the Qing, the formerly prosperous society began to decline, and there were revolts throughout central China. After the Li Zicheng peasant uprising, farmers living in Explosion and surrounding areas were subjected to theft and looting. When the farmers went to tend their crops and livestock, they were robbed. Moreover, at the time there had been a drought lasting several years, as a result of which the wheat sprouts produced no grain and plants produced no flowers. The residents of Explosion couldn’t survive and fled west to Shaanxi, Gansu, and Xinjiang provinces. Explosion Village was left virtually deserted and was effectively destroyed.

The Republican period

As people came and went, Explosion became repopulated, and the village once again began to thrive. According to Gaoyi county gazetteers, by this point Explosion had several hundred residents, and given that there were several nearby waterways and transportation was convenient, the town became a market center in the region, with an industrious and upright atmosphere. In the middle of the Republican period, after large coal reserves were discovered in neighboring counties, a railway line was extended to the region, and a train station was constructed only twenty li away. Explosion soon lost its former tranquillity and developed quickly, as the natural village was integrated into the modern social village system.

2. SOCIAL VILLAGE (1)

After the founding of new China in 1949, the history of Explosion Village replicated in miniature the pain and prosperity undergone by the nation itself. The village experienced attacks on local tyrants during China’s rural revolution, as well as the shock and ecstasy of the land redistribution movement. There was one incident in which the wife and two concubines of local landlord Zhu were reassigned to three farmworkers. One of these farmworkers was surnamed Kong—he was the grandfather of Explosion’s future mayor, Kong Mingliang—and after receiving the landlord’s second concubine, he took her to bed on the first night. He didn’t dare touch her fairylike body, and instead merely knelt down next to the bed and repeatedly kowtowed to her until the sun rose in the east. Once the concubine saw that he was in fact simple and honest, she pulled him onto the bed, removed his clothes, and told him to lie on top of her. That was the night Kong Dongde, the father of Explosion’s future mayor Kong Mingliang, was conceived, and so began the prosperous Kong lineage that is the subject of this spectacular Explosion Chronicles. Post-Liberation, the land that had previously been assigned to individual peasants was reassigned to local collectives. As a result, Mayor Kong’s grandfather sat at the front of his field and cried his eyes out. He cried continuously for three days and three nights, and attracted the attention of the heads of virtually every other local household. They went to the front of their fields and wept over having lost their land. His wife, landlord Zhu’s second concubine, however, merely stroked her hair and laughed. She laughed for a long time without speaking, and this was the origin of Explosion’s “crying convention” (a more detailed explanation of which will follow below). Later, during China’s Three and Five Overturnings campaign,fn1 residents of Explosion Village chopped down trees to make hoe handles and wooden stools, and for this they were sentenced to imprisonment, beatings, and labor reform. This was a startling development. During this period, Kong Dongde accidentally destroyed some farming tools belonging to the collective, and he was sent to prison on charges of having broken the law by harming socialism’s tools. This became the Kong family’s deepest trauma, but it was also what spurred the author of this history to take up his pen and begin writing.

In 1958, China implemented a process of collectivization, and Explosion Village was designated a production brigade under the People’s Commune. This further reinforced the glory and trauma the village shared with the People’s Republic.

When the Cultural Revolution broke out in 1966, the Kong and Zhu clans were designated as Explosion’s two major factions. Meanwhile, the village’s third major clan, the Chengs, observed these developments from afar but continued to lead a peaceful existence. In Explosion, conflicts between different clans developed into a more general class struggle, and during the years of revolution and fighting, some people died, others were imprisoned, while others lived off the land. Because Kong Mingliang’s father Kong Dongde spent so much time hunched over working in the fields, bird droppings would often fall on his back, and on one occasion these droppings became soaked in sweat and spread out to form what looked like a map of China on his white shirt. Given that he wouldn’t wash his shirt for weeks at a time, this bird-dropping map stayed there for days, until someone finally noticed it and reported it to the village chief. Zhu Qingfang then determined that this was a very serious matter, and reported it to both the commune and the county seat. As a result, Kong Dongde was imprisoned again and sentenced to labor reform. When he was finally released and quietly returned to the village, Explosion was undergoing a new historical cycle.

It was with this that the history detailed in The Explosion Chronicles enjoyed a new point of departure.

3. SOCIAL VILLAGE (2)

In early winter, when the air was cold and the ground was frozen, everyone stayed shacked up at home and the trees outside were barren. Sparrows circled under the eaves of the houses, and the entire village was enveloped in peace and tranquillity.

Kong Dongde was released from prison and returned home to the village. He returned surreptitiously, and no one even realized he was back. He spent the next month locked away in his house. By this point he was sixty-two years old and had been in prison for the preceding twelve years. No one knew what he had endured, or what he had done there. He had knocked on the door of his house in the middle of the night, startling the household and bringing his wife and sons to tears. After this, the family fell silent and, apart from asking him what he wanted to eat or drink, no one said a single word.

He had originally been sentenced to death, and everyone in the village assumed he had already died. In the end, however, he returned alive. By this point his hair was gray and he was as thin as a reed. He sat so still that, had it not been for the slight movement of his eyes, he would have been indistinguishable from a corpse. Indeed, when he lay down, he no longer resembled a living person.

But after half a month of deathly silence, signs of life once again returned to his face. He called his sons over to his bed and made a series of astonishing pronouncements:

“The world has changed. In the future, production brigades will not be called production brigades, they will be called villages.

“… The land will be distributed back to the peasants, who will again be able to make a living.

“… In Explosion, the Zhu and Cheng families have met their end, and now it is time for our Kong family to take over.”

He had married at the age of twenty, and at the age of thirty he started having sons. Now, his four sons gazed at him like a litter of pups that were already grown and ready to go off on their own. Kong Mingguang was the eldest, followed by Kong Mingliang, Kong Mingyao, and Kong Minghui. They stood in a row in front of the bed, beneath which was a brazier of scholar-tree embers, the sweet fragrance of which filled the room and enveloped their faces in a yellow glow. When the gecko on the wall heard Kong Dongde’s soft voice, it turned to gaze at this man who appeared far older than his sixty-two years. The gecko’s clear, tiny round eyes were a combination of pitch black and pure white. Above Kong Dongde’s head, the gecko wagged its tail like a dog greeting its master, while the gray spider on the eastern wall also heard Kong Dongde’s voice, and when it turned in his direction, it lifted its head and exposed its belly.

“You should all leave,” Kong Dongde said, pointing to the door. His face, which had not smiled for over two weeks, appeared as though it were plated in gold. “You should all leave, and each of you should proceed in one of the four directions of the compass. You should continue forward without looking back, and when you find something you should pick it up—and whatever it is, it will determine your future life-course.”

His sons didn’t say a word, since they assumed their father had gone mad.

However, Kong Dongde repeated these instructions three times, almost as though he were begging them. Finally, Second Brother Kong Mingliang gave his elder brother Mingguang a meaningful look, then led their two younger brothers, Mingyao and Minghui, away from the brazier, the stools, their parents, the gecko, and the spider, as they all hesitantly made their way out the door.

Afterward, everything changed, and the world would never be the same. Following this juncture, the historical chronicles of Explosion entered a new phase.

When Kong Dongde’s sons left, their mother, who had been sitting on the edge of the bed staring at her husband, asked, “Are you ill?”

He replied, “I want a bottle of wine.”

She said, “You seem different.”

“Our family will produce an emperor,” he said. “But I don’t know which of our four sons it will be.”

His wife prepared to fetch him some wine and to make several small dishes to accompany it. During the time since Kong Dongde had returned, he hadn’t even touched her, as though he no longer had any interest in sex. But at that moment, as his sixty-year-old wife was about to leave, he grabbed her from behind and pulled her into bed, so that the bed once again became the site of those nearly forgotten sounds of screams and of clothes ripping.

It was the middle of the night, and the moonlight poured down like water.

The sparrows under the eaves of every house were tucked into their nests, and periodically they would emit a series of chirps and tweets. There was an exaggerated feeling of calm, and the shops that lined the village streets were like tombstones in a cemetery. After Kong Dongde’s four sons left home, they quickly arrived at the main intersection in front of the village. Mingliang said, “Let’s divide up, and each of us can proceed in a different direction. As soon as anyone finds something, he should return here.”

They parted ways and proceeded north, south, east, and west, respectively.

The eldest son went east, the second went west, the third went south, and the fourth went north, like four chicks leaving the nest in the middle of the night. The village was located at the base of a mountain, and the main road ran from east to west, while there was a smaller alley running from north to south. The intersection was located to the east of the village, and therefore the eldest, third, and fourth sons quickly left it behind, while the second son, Kong Mingliang, had to first go back through the village itself. In the depths of night, apart from moonlight, air, and the sound of dogs barking, he initially didn’t encounter anything.

But just as he was losing hope, he heard the sound of gates opening.

The gates in question were located in the village’s only tile-roof gatehouse, which had wide double-paneled willow gates that had just been painted red. The gates creaked open; they were also red and emitted a pungent smell of fresh paint. This was the home of the former village chief, Zhu Qingfang. After the gates opened, the mayor’s daughter Zhu Ying walked out. She had taken only a few steps when she saw Kong Mingliang—who was a few years older—striding toward her.

They both stopped in surprise.

After a second, they had an exchange that would resonate for the rest of their lives.

Mingliang said, “Fuck, I’ve encountered a demoness.”

“I didn’t expect I would run into you,” Zhu Ying remarked with shock. “Where are you going, in the middle of the night?”

“I was coming here.” In the moonlight, Kong Mingliang gave Zhu Ying a fierce look, then added, “I was planning to climb the wall to your house, to strangle your father and rape you. But now, I’m no longer in the mood.” He turned around and strode down the village road, heading back east toward the intersection where he would meet with his elder brother, who had gone east, and his two younger brothers, who had gone south and north. He walked quickly, but his steps seemed full of sorrow, as if there were something explosive hidden in his veins. Yet in those same veins that seemed as though they were about to explode, there was also something unutterably joyful. He wanted to shout and wake all of the sleeping villagers, but as he was about to do so he heard Zhu Ying call out from behind him,

“Kong Mingliang, it was truly my misfortune to run into you today.

“… Now that I’ve run into you, I have no choice but to marry you.

“… I must marry you, and embrace your Kong family for the rest of my life.”

As Zhu Ying’s shout bolted like lightning, Kong Mingliang turned in the direction of her voice and saw that the Cheng family’s daughter Cheng Qing was walking out of a small alleyway, carrying a red lantern. Her neighbor Yang Baoqing walked out of another alleyway, using a lighter to illuminate her path, while a villager named Second Dog also walked out, shining a flashlight on the ground.

Suddenly, the village was illuminated on all sides, as the sound of footsteps accelerated like a torrent of water. Everyone walked forward under the light of his or her lamp, as though searching for something. By this point quite a few people had congregated at the intersection and were discussing how something significant seemed to have occurred at the national level—something as momentous as the death of an emperor. Otherwise, how could the officials have ordered that the communes, which had been in place for several decades, be converted back into countryside, that the production brigades be renamed villages, that the production teams be renamed villager groups, or that the land that had been reclaimed by the state now be reassigned to individual peasants? The officials even encouraged people to start their own businesses. Previously, if you went into private business, you would be arrested and paraded in the streets, but now everyone was encouraged to do precisely that.

There was a dynastic shift and an attendant process of geographic transformation, as place-names were all changed. The entire world was turned upside down, with black becoming white and white becoming black.

Because of this dynastic shift that overturned heaven and earth, the people of Explosion reported that while they were sleeping that night, they dreamed the same dream: that there was a skeletal man in his sixties or seventies who had just been released from prison and came over their beds to shake their shoulders and tug at their hands, urging them to quickly go out into the streets. He urged them to go straight ahead without looking back, and whatever they encountered first would determine their fate. Some people didn’t believe him, and when they woke up they simply rolled over and continued sleeping, but then they proceeded to dream the same dream. This process was repeated over and over, and each time it was that skeletal man who had been released from prison urging them to go out into the streets and proceed straight ahead. If they found a coin or a feather, this meant they would earn a lot of money, and if they encountered a woman’s item that had fallen to the ground, it meant they would have a good marriage or an endless string of affairs. The villagers struggled to wake up; then they put on their shoes, grabbed a lamp, and went outside. There, they all discussed their dream and related what strange things they had seen or encountered on their way over. One person excitedly held up a coin or a bill and said that he had found money immediately after stepping outside, while someone else held up a red rope or a girl’s plastic hair clip and asked what it prophesied.

There was also that girl named Cheng Qing, who was not much more than ten, and who had also dreamed the same dream. She had grabbed a lantern and proceeded outside, where she found a white finger-shaped condom in the middle of the street. She didn’t know what this was or what it foretold, so she rushed over to the crowd and asked if anyone knew what it could be. The more experienced men all laughed and said this was something that men and women use when they go to bed together. Cheng Qing became excited and curious, and wanted to ask why men and women need to use this, but at that moment her mother reached through the crowd and slapped her face, then dragged her away.

The crowd exploded with laughter.

Kong Mingliang did not join this crowd full of light and laughter. He didn’t know what his encounter with his enemy’s daughter Zhu Ying—who was the first person he encountered as he proceeded west—prophesied. What Zhu Ying had shouted to him remained engraved on his heart, but he couldn’t quite figure out what it meant—as though he had walked up to a door and had a bunch of keys but didn’t know which was the correct one. He stood hesitantly at the westward side of the intersection, feeling as though something hard was digging into the sole of his foot. He wanted to pick it up but at the same time suspected it was merely a pebble. As he was standing there unwilling to bend down, that object bore into the sole of his foot like a drill. Eventually, he leaned over to get it but then held it tightly in his fist and couldn’t bring himself to look. Instead, he gazed at the crowd gathered in the intersection.

In the crowd all sorts of lights and lamps jostled together, like two sheets of iron rubbing against each other. At that point, Mingliang saw his elder brother Mingguang returning, accompanied by their two younger brothers, Mingyao and Minghui. The three brothers were smiling brightly, as though each had found his heart’s desire.

At that point, Kong Mingliang took advantage of the light of the lamps and opened his right hand, which was clenched tightly into a fist. His palm was covered in sweat, which had soaked the object he was holding. It turned out to be a square seal wrapped in a sheet of white paper. Its owner had apparently lost it before having had a chance to inscribe anything, and now that Mingliang had found it, it became his destiny.


CHAPTER 3
Year One of the Revolution

1. A RECORD OF TEN-THOUSAND-YUAN HOUSEHOLDS

Everything happened suddenly, like a torrent gushing out of a dream. People began farming their own parcels of land, picking fruits and vegetables in their own fields, and after they had eaten their fill they would take the remainder to sell at the market.

In this way, the market, which had been discontinued for many years, once again regained its vitality.

Because the riverbank in front of Explosion Village was wide open, it was used as a marketplace. On the first day of each lunar month, the riverbank would be lined with people selling chickens, ducks, and pork, as well as lumber, local specialties, and new clothes and shoes from the city. The most important thing was that the government issued a statement saying that it wanted to establish and cultivate a group of “ten-thousand-yuan households.”fn1 In other words, it wanted to let a minority “get rich first.”

Everyone went crazy. Pig farmers, goatherds, cow and horse breeders, weavers, furniture sellers, and house builders—all aspired to be among the small minority who would get rich first, and to be the first to get a no-interest loan from the government, which would allow them to brag and let them live a dream life.

That spring, Third Brother Kong Mingyao ended up joining the army. On the night when the villagers were following their dream paths, Mingyao had proceeded south. When he left the village he saw an army truck pulling a cannon, and therefore he knew he was fated to join the army and leave Explosion. In fact, during the next recruitment that spring, the army was no longer concerned with recruits’ family or political history, and as long as recruits talked about protecting the nation and physically there was nothing wrong with them, they were welcome to apply.

So, Mingyao joined the army.

Eldest Brother Kong Mingguang went on to become an elementary school teacher. He himself had completed only middle school and didn’t know many Chinese characters, but the most notable thing he saw when he left the intersection that night was a piece of chalk sitting in the moonlight. He didn’t think that a piece of chalk could be his fate, so he continued walking east until he reached a mountain range. Apart from the chalk he had picked up in the moonlight, however, he didn’t find anything else on the road, and therefore his fate was that piece of chalk. This was also an excellent omen. By this point he was twenty-eight years old, but because his father was in prison he was considered the relative of a criminal and consequently had not yet succeeded in finding a spouse. Afterward, however, he became the village intellectual and in no time found a local girl who liked him. They quickly married and established a family, and went on to enjoy a calm and pleasant life.

Soon, it was time to think about Second Brother Kong Mingliang’s wedding.

Their father said, “You should get married.”

“Will marriage help put ten thousand yuan in my bank account?” Mingliang asked his father with a mocking look, then walked out the door. He didn’t farm, sell goods, or weave fabric. Instead, every day he just left the house after each meal and returned when it was time to eat again. Whenever his parents asked him to do anything, he would grin and snort, then disappear from the house and the village.

In turns out that Kong Mingliang was very ambitious. While everyone else was farming and engaging in small trade, he left the village every day as though nothing were happening and went to a nearby gully to retrieve a couple of baskets and some hemp sacks. Then he would proceed to the railroad tracks at the base of the mountains several li away, where he would wait for a train bringing coal and coke from Shanxi. When the train arrived, he would reach up and pull down coal and coke from the railroad car. The sky was blue and wide open, and the crops in the mountains had all awoken, blanketing the mountainside in green. Mingliang sat alone on the hillside, watching the train as it came up the mountain. The train was emitting thick smoke, as though it were a smoldering pile of wet firewood or an enormous stove laboriously climbing the mountain. When the train finally slowed to walking speed, Kong Mingliang would emerge from the field on the side of the road, lift the long-handled hoe he had prepared, and proceed to pull down some coal and coke from the top of the passing railcar, like picking feathers from passing geese. He was able to get about a basket or half a sack of Shanxi coke from every car. As soon as he had enough coal and coke to fill his cart, he would take it all to the county seat and sell it for two or three hundred yuan. By summer, the grass along the train tracks was completely black from coal dust, but Kong Mingliang had become the first person in Explosion to save up ten thousand yuan, thereby making himself a nationally acclaimed model ten-thousand-yuan household.

He went to the county seat and held a three-day conference on how to get rich.

The day he returned to the village, he was accompanied by the town mayor. The mayor’s name was Hu Dajun, and he arranged for the residents of Explosion to gather in the village’s main intersection, which functioned as the village square. There were more than six hundred residents in all, including four villager groups. Everyone—including men and women, young and old—was called upon to assemble in the open area in the square. After the people filled that open area, the mayor pinned a bowl-size red blossom to Kong Mingliang’s chest, then held up a door-size copy of his bankbook, so that everyone could see the name Kong Mingliang—printed in characters as a big as a man’s head—followed by a 1 and four 0s: 10,000.

The villagers were speechless.

They were as silent as a mountain.

At a time when even the most industrious households had not managed to save a thousand yuan, Kong Mingliang had somehow saved ten thousand. As the rays of the setting sun shone over from the westward mountains, the villagers all stared at that enormous bankbook, and at Kong Mingliang’s sunlit face. They saw the look of excitement in his eyes, while the corners of his mouth were twisted into a smirk. When the mayor asked Kong Mingliang to come forward and discuss how he had earned his wealth, Mingliang gazed at the villagers and said simply,

“There is really nothing to say. Just one word: Diligence!”

The mayor proceeded to reflect on the word, saying that diligence was the spirit of humanity’s wealth and the warehouse of its silver and gold—and as long as individuals had a diligent pair of hands, then even if they were blind or crippled, they could still gallop along the road to wealth. As the sparrows were preparing to return to their nests, and as the chickens, pigs, dogs, and cats were preparing to return home and go to sleep, the mayor gazed out over the heads of the assembled villagers and found the old village chief Zhu Qingfang, who was crouched at the back of the crowd.

“Can you earn ten thousand yuan in a year?”

Zhu Qingfang bowed his head.

The town mayor asked, “Are you determined for your village to have not one but ten ten-thousand-yuan households by the end of the year?”

Zhu Qingfang glanced up at the mayor’s face, then bowed his head even lower, to the point that it was virtually tucked between his legs. The mayor turned to Kong Mingliang standing next to him and asked, “Brother, how many ten-thousand-yuan households can you have the village produce by the end of the year?” After taking a step forward, Kong Mingliang looked at the mayor, then out at the crowd of villagers. He pounded his chest three times with his fist, hopped onto a boulder that people sat on while eating, and announced to the villagers that if he were village chief, he would ensure that at least half of the village’s 126 households, which is to say 63 households, would become ten-thousand-yuan households—and if he failed, he would go to the field, walk around it three times, then distribute his own savings to the other villagers and leave Explosion, never to return.

The villagers all went crazy. They wanted to jump for joy, and their applause sounded like the tide rushing in. The chickens that had already returned home had no idea what was going on, so they came out and began clucking excitedly around the courtyard. The sparrows and pigeons that had been tucked under the eaves of the houses alighted on the courtyard walls and the rooftops, to watch this unprecedented performance that was unfolding in the square. The mayor announced that he was relieving the old village chief Zhu Qingfang of his responsibilities and was instead appointing Kong Mingliang to serve as Explosion’s new village chief for the first year of the revolution. Because it was already late in the day, the major added a few more words after his announcement and then rushed back to the town center about twenty li away.

After the mayor left, the new village chief did three things. First, he repeated his governing objectives and guaranteed that everyone in the village would get rich, and that by the end of the year half of the village’s households would be ten-thousand-yuan households, by the following year all of them would be ten-thousand-yuan households, and by the third year they all would be able to bid farewell to their thatched-roof houses and move into new tile-roof houses. Second, he asked each family to stay and watch his father Kong Dongde spit in the face of his enemy, Zhu Qingfang. Third, he said he would give ten yuan to anyone else who spat at Zhu Qingfang, twenty yuan to anyone who spat at him twice, and a hundred yuan to anyone who spat at him ten times.

Zhu Qingfang sat stiffly under the final rays of the setting sun, his face pale and his eyes dull. He removed the village committee’s official seal from his pocket and handed it to the new village chief, Kong Mingliang. Then he pushed the stool on which he was sitting over to his daughter Zhu Ying and, without saying a word, he lowered his gaze and squatted there and waited for the torrent of saliva.

Standing next to him, his daughter Zhu Ying cried out, “Father!”

Without looking up, Zhu Qingfang shouted back, “Let him spit! Let him spit!”

As he was shouting, Zhu Qingfang closed his eyes, and the villagers watched as Kong Dongde—who had barely left the house since returning home after being released from prison—walked up to Zhu Qingfang and stopped in front of him, with a smirk. With a loud ptui, he spat at Zhu Qingfang’s forehead.

Kong Mingliang pulled a wad of ten-yuan bills from his pocket and, hopping onto a boulder, announced, “I will give one bill to whoever spits once, and two bills to whoever spits twice!” He then riffled through the bills, waiting for someone to accept his offer.

No one moved. The setting sun covered the village in pink light, like a sheet of silk lying on the water’s surface.

“Will anyone spit? I’ll give twenty yuan to anyone who does.”

The young man known as Second Dog asked Kong Mingliang with a smile, “Will you really give twenty yuan for one spit?”

Kong Mingliang hopped down from the boulder and handed Second Dog twenty yuan. The man accepted the money and proceeded to spit in Zhu Qingfang’s face. Kong Mingliang gave him another twenty yuan, and he spat again. Second Dog kept spitting, and Mingliang kept giving him money. Upon seeing this, the other villagers happily went up to Zhu Qingfang and spat at him as well. The sound of spitting filled the evening air like a thunderstorm, and in the blink of an eye Zhu Qingfang’s head, face, and body were completely covered in spittle. This continued until everyone’s throat was dry and no one could spit another drop, but even then Zhu Qingfang continued squatting there without moving.

He looked like a statue made out of spittle.

2. STELE OF THE REVOLUTION

Zhu Qingfang was drowned in spit.

When his family were changing him into his funeral clothes, they had to wash his body five times just to get rid of all the spittle. The responsibility for taking care of this fell to his only daughter, Zhu Ying. She scrubbed his body, washed his face, changed his clothes, built his coffin, and found someone to dig his grave and bury his corpse.

That night, when the villagers were spitting at her father, Zhu Ying had heard him say, “Don’t mind me, let them spit away!” So she stood motionless as the villagers spat at her father’s head and face. She silently counted how many times each of them spat and remembered which of them spat hundreds and even thousands of times. It was not until everyone had finally dispersed, and her father had toppled over like a chopped-down tree, that Zhu Ying went over and pulled his body out of the pool of spittle and carried it home. When she arrived at the entranceway to their courtyard, and as she was about to carry the corpse across the threshold, she noticed that the youngest of the Kong family sons, Kong Minghui, was helping her carry the body. Someone turned on the entrance light, and Zhu Ying saw that Minghui’s face appeared pure and ashamed, as soft and delicate as a piece of paper that had been scrubbed with water. “It’s you! I don’t need any help!” With this cold remark, she pushed Minghui’s hand away, then struggled to carry her father’s body across the threshold on her own. Minghui was left standing outside under the lamplight and continued standing there until the door to Zhu Ying’s house was closed.

Zhu Ying buried her father in the same location where he had drowned in a pool of spit—in the center of the village square. This was a public area where the villagers often ate, so naturally there shouldn’t be a funeral mound there. Everyone discussed this development and reported to the new village chief, Kong Mingliang. When Mingliang came to intervene, however, Zhu Ying said,

“Mr. Kong, you forget that on the night when you came out to follow your dream west, the first person you encountered was me!”

Mingliang stood there and remembered that Zhu Ying had called out to him that night. She now told him in a mocking yet painful tone, “After I bury my father I’m going to leave the village, and I won’t return until you have knelt down before me.”

Kong Mingliang stopped trying to prevent her from burying her father in the middle of the village and explained to the other villagers that the reason he didn’t want to stop her was that her father was a former village official. So they buried Zhu Qingfang on the third day after his death. The people who attended the burial were the same ones who had drowned him in their spittle, and the person who had spat the most was also the same person who worked up the biggest sweat digging his grave. Second Dog had spat at him 106 times, but when it came to digging the grave, laying out the body, lifting and lowering the coffin, and then refilling the grave again, there wasn’t any task to which he didn’t contribute diligently. Furthermore, after Zhu Qingfang was buried, he stood in front of the grave and said,

“I have now repaid my debt.”

It was also Second Dog who used a cart to haul over the tombstone—a meter wide, two meters high, and half a foot thick—from a site several dozen li away. Before they completed the burial process, the Zhu family, in accordance with the family’s conventions and traditions, draped both a clan flag and a national flag over the corpse, and recited an emotional eulogy (people would later learn that the eulogy had actually been written by the Kong family’s Kong Mingguang). After they buried the corpse and removed the red flag covering the gravestone, everyone saw that it had the following inscription:


TOMB OF THE MOST LOYAL OLD COMMUNIST, ZHU QINGFANG.



With this, someone who had been a party member since the founding of the nation penned a coda to that era and disappeared from the village forever. His daughter would go on to become a leading figure in the village, town, and city—though it was unclear whether her fate would be more tragic or glorious than that of her father. The day Zhu Ying decided to leave the village was the seventh day after her father’s death. She bowed in front of the grave, burned some funeral money, then left the village without looking back. She departed with a solemn expression and a hard gaze, but as she passed the entrance to the Kong household she paused and, with a-tooth-for-a-tooth logic, she spat in their doorway. Then she left the village, climbed the mountain ridge, and disappeared. Her parting silhouette was hard and firm, as though she were a tombstone heading out into the mountains.

3. EMOTIONAL ELEGY

In turned out that Explosion Village’s grand plan to have all of the villagers move into tile-roof houses within two years was actually rather conservative. In reality, this process took only six months. Kong Mingliang led the entire village to the mountain ridge to unload goods from the trains, and as a result cash came pouring in like rain. From summer till winter, from the rainy season till the snowy season, the villagers worked day in and day out, rain or shine, so that there would always be someone waiting on the ridge overlooking the train tracks. They had already mastered the schedules of the trains running through the Balou Mountains. For instance, they knew that the trains running from north to south would generally be hauling coal, coke, and lumber, while those running from south to north would haul goods such as electrical cables, cement, and construction materials, as well as oranges, bananas, mangoes, and other fresh fruits that are rarely seen in the north. After half a year, Explosion’s villagers became as disciplined as a military brigade, adhering to a strict schedule dictating when they should come on and off work. They even developed their own terminology and system of distributing profits.

Village Chief Kong Mingliang didn’t permit anyone to utter the word steal. Instead, everyone would refer euphemistically to “unloading.” When greeting someone returning from the mountains, the villagers would ask, “How many goods did you unload today?” “What did you unload?” They would ask those who were leaving the village for the mountain ridge, “Are you going to work?” “Is it your turn to go to the office?” Everyone found this rather amusing. When Kong Mingliang distributed salaries at the end of every month, he began deducting one or two hundred yuan from the salary of anyone who uttered the words stealing or theft, and these words immediately disappeared from the village vocabulary. Later, no one would believe that the villagers had gone every day to steal from passing trains. In a gully located about two li from the train tracks they built a warehouse, which they filled with apples, oranges, electrical cables, coke, toothpaste, cigarettes, soap, and all sorts of clothing and shoes from the south, as well as a vast array of odd products and commodities that were being transported to be sold in the city. Kong Mingliang issued the villagers their monthly salary together with their performance bonuses. Initially, a household could earn several hundred yuan a month, which then became several thousand, and even tens of thousands. When spring arrived, the villagers saw that in the third lunar month on the day when the scholar trees lining the street would normally bloom white, their blossoms were instead all gray, as their former whiteness had become the color of north China’s yellow earth. The paulownia trees’ pink bell-shaped flowers, meanwhile, all became snowy white—as white as snow at a funeral. Everyone was surprised, and people came out of their houses to look at those flowers that had changed colors. At that point, Second Dog returned from the mountain ridge, shouting that someone had fallen and died on the tracks. The villagers immediately ran up to the ridge and stopped paying attention to the scholar-tree blossoms that had turned gray and the paulownia blossoms that had turned white.

The Kong family was having dinner. By this time they were living quite comfortably. They had hired a servant to wash their clothes and cook for them, because they didn’t want their mother—whose hair had already turned gray—to work near the stove or go to the river to fetch water. At dinner they had more than enough dishes for seven or eight people, and were eating in their courtyard with the gate closed—treating themselves as though it were New Year’s. When Second Dog suddenly rushed in, he stopped in the middle of the courtyard and then said something that was both brash and yet very ordinary:

“Chief Kong, there’s been another one!”

Kong Mingliang quickly threw down his chopsticks and asked, “Who?”

“Zhu Qingfang’s nephew, Zhu Damin. He is Zhu Ying’s uncle.” As Second Dog was saying this, he went over to the table, picked up an enormous white bun and took a couple of bites, then took Kong Mingliang’s half-finished bowl of soup and guzzled it down. He added, “That fool. After climbing onto the train, he noticed a car that was full of wool suits and designer clothing. He shouted to me, ‘This is it! I’ve found some valuable goods!’ and then began tossing down one box of clothes after another. But by the time he had thrown the ninth box, the train had reached the top of the ridge and was beginning to pick up speed as it headed down again. I was running behind the train yelling at him to hurry and jump off, but he said that he had just noticed a box of red ties, and felt that if they were going to sell Western suits they should pair them with red ties. When he had unloaded that final box and was about to jump off, the train was already flying down the mountain. He fell onto the tracks and his blood spurted out like a geyser.” Upon saying this, Second Dog stood under the paulownia tree in the Kong courtyard, as the snow-white blossoms fell into the soup bowl he was holding.

Everyone in the Kong family stared at Second Dog, who had brought these tidings of death. A smile crossed the father’s face as he got up from the table and walked into the house. Eldest Brother Mingguang had a calm expression, as though he hadn’t heard anything, and he proceeded to take a fat but not greasy piece of pork from his soup bowl and, reaching past his mother, placed it in his wife Cai Qinfang’s rice bowl. Only Minghui, who was sitting farthest from Second Dog, dropped his chopsticks in surprise as his face turned pale and a layer of sweat appeared on his forehead.

“What should we do?” Second Dog asked.

Mingliang replied, “Let’s treat him as a martyr.” He reflected for a moment, then said to Second Dog, “Go buy a top-rate coffin and the biggest and thickest tombstone you can find.” As he said this, he picked up an army coat that was hanging on a nearby tree branch and draped it over his shoulders. Then he tore open a steamed bun, placed several pieces of lean meat inside, and headed outside. When he arrived at the home of the deceased, the parents were wailing in grief. They repeatedly draped over the body the clothing that had been unloaded from passing trains—wanting to call their son back into the world of the living. Everyone surrounded the elderly couple and tried to restrain them, saying that although it was true that their son had indeed died, he was actually a martyr. But the couple wouldn’t listen, and they kept trying to rush up to the casket while wailing with grief. At this point, Chief Kong arrived, wearing his army coat as though it were a thick suit of armor.

The crowd opened a path for him.

Zhu Damin’s parents abruptly stopped wailing. They glared at Mingliang with pure hatred, as if they wanted to tear him apart and devour him.

Kong Mingliang calmly made his way through the crowd and lifted the jacket that was covering the face of the deceased. The man’s face looked as though he had been badly beaten. Mingliang turned pale and his lips trembled, but he quickly recovered and, in a brusque but calm voice, told the elderly couple,

“Damin is a martyr. He died for the sake of the prosperity of the entire village.”

The elderly couple stared at Kong Mingliang’s mouth.

“We’ll give him a grand burial. We’ll bury him in the center of the village square, right next to his uncle—who is also my uncle—Zhu Qingfang. From now on, I want the entire village to emulate him.”

The elderly couple looked as though they couldn’t fathom what Kong Mingliang was saying, but the fury in their eyes abated.

“Next month, the village will come together to replace all of its thatched-roof houses with new tile roofs.” Kong Mingliang presented this simply and clearly to the confused elderly couple, saying, “When your daughter-in-law brings her son back from her parents’ home, tell her that I said … for the villagers to build a new house for your family. You won’t have to pay a cent, and the new house will be funded entirely by the village. The village will also cover all of your grandson’s expenses until he turns eighteen. But you mustn’t let your daughter-in-law remarry until your grandson is of age. Do you understand? And if, at that point, she is still determined to remarry, you mustn’t let her take your grandson with her. OK?”

The elderly couple’s sorrow was gradually transformed into delight, and smiles appeared on their faces like the sun coming out. As Kong Mingliang was about to leave the corpse, the couple suddenly knelt down and repeatedly kowtowed, telling him how great he was and how they had never seen such a good village chief. Kong Mingliang turned and said a few comforting words. He urged them not to worry, assuring them that those who died while unloading goods on behalf of the village would be considered martyrs, and their parents would live even more comfortably than their children. He then told the crowd that anyone who needed to go eat should leave, and anyone who was supposed to go up to the mountain ridge to unload goods should leave as well. As for the others who were responsible for burying the corpse, they should remember to collect the clothing off the deceased, wash away the blood, and take the clothing to the warehouse so that it could be sold to the city.

Then, they offered the deceased, Zhu Damin, a most solemn burial.

On the ninth day of the third lunar month, the villagers were permitted to take a day off. Apart from one person who remained in the mountains to keep an eye on the warehouse, everyone else stayed home—including the villagers assigned to unload goods from the train hauling imported cigarettes (each carton worth several thousand yuan). The entire village attended the funeral, as though they were attending a wedding ceremony and banquet. The Zhu family used the
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