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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction.
Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are
either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a
fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

In other words, nothing is
real.

 

 


 


 



No Good Deed

One

 


“Take your junk with you, you
useless piece of shit.”

A pile of pots and pans and a
rusty alarm clock flew out the door, hitting the old man in the
back. He groaned.

“Crawl back to that hellhole and
stay there. Don’t come back here, you hear me?” the same shrill
voice issued one last commandment. The door was slammed shut.

The old man put his right hand
on his back, massaged the spot where the metal hit. He stood there
for a moment, his back stooped like a curious question mark. The
alarm clock bounced off the concrete floor, hit the wall, then
bounded down the stairs, clanking and clunking its way to the
landing below.

The old man knelt on the floor
and gathered up the pots and pans, then shuffled slowly down the
steps to retrieve the alarm clock. The plastic clock face was
cracked. The hour hand had stopped moving, resting permanently at
the six o’clock position. The minute hand marched on unimpeded.

A broken clock, two stainless
steel pots, a black frying pan, and the clothes on his back,
constituted all of his worldly possessions.

He hugged the clock close to his
chest, slowly shuffled his way down each concrete step, pausing at
the landing to catch his breath. It took him twenty minutes to walk
down the five flights of stairs. By the time he reached the lobby
on the ground floor, it was half past seven in the evening.

Yellow light flooded through the
glass panel. He pushed open the door and stepped out into the
winter chill. It was not cold enough for snow, but his single-layer
cotton jacket offered meagre defence against the chilly wind. He
glanced left and right. Not a pedestrian to be seen. Most
townsfolks would be safely ensconced in the warmth of their home at
the moment.

He finally remembered the
correct direction home. He turned left and started walking. His
back was hunched, his head bowed low to shield his face against the
wind. The army surplus wool hat he was wearing had two earflaps,
which were pulled down low. They protected his ears from the cold,
but also blocked the sound from the surroundings. By the time he
heard the horn blasting, it was too late.

A truck carrying two tons of
cement barrelled down the street and headed straight for the old
man. The driver had one hand on a glass bottle of beer and the
other on the wheel. His head was bobbing along to his favourite
song being played over the radio. By the time he saw the black-clad
stooping figure in front of him and hit the horn, it was too late.
Inertia took over and carried the truck forward, relentless and
unstoppable. The front bender of the truck hit the old man on the
back and sent him flying forward. He landed on the road with his
face down and his spine almost severed in half.

The truck finally skidded to a
stop and the driver jumped down. When he saw the old man lying
unconscious, he panicked. He looked around, saw no one, scurried
back to his truck, jumped into the cab, and gunned the engine.

The old man lay on the street,
two hundred metres away from his family and five minutes till his
last breath.

 


 


 


Two

 


Twenty Years Ago

“Secretary Dong, if no one is
willing to take her in, she’s going to die tonight.” the farmer
rubbed his hands together as if in prayer. He looked up at the
village secretary, his last hope.

The village secretary didn’t
reply. He sat in a wicker chair, puffing away on a cigarette. Smoke
surrounded him like a halo. His wife was in the inner room, no
doubt with her ears pressed to the curtain and eavesdropping like
she always did.

“Secretary Dong?” the farmer
stood in front of the secretary. There was another wicker chair to
his left, a small blue bundle in it.

“What do you want me to do? I
can’t take her in. I’ve already got a son.” the secretary finally
spoke.

“Maybe you could ask around.
Someone might be looking to adopt.” the farmer said. His back was
slightly stooped. He looked like a pupil who’d been summoned into
the principal’s office after being caught out in a prank,
apologetic and afraid.

“You’re kidding, right? Who
would want to take in a girl? Didn’t you ask around in your own
village? Ding Village has what, hundred plus people? If none of
them wants a girl, what makes you think someone in Dong Village
would want to take her in?” the secretary threw the cigarette butt
onto the ground and extinguished it with his shoe. He stood up and
started pacing in the small living room. The yellow light from the
electric lamp overhead flickered.

“I understand.” the farmer
nodded, reluctantly. “Sorry to bother you so late at night. I’ll
leave now.” He picked up the blue bundle on the wicker chair, held
it in his arms, and turned to leave.

“Wait.” The secretary’s wife
rushed out from behind the curtain. “Zhao Ming, let me talk to you
for a minute.”

The village secretary waved a
hand at the farmer, then disappeared behind the curtain with his
wife.

“What?” he asked.

“We can’t let him leave like
this. He’s going to dump the baby on the road and leave it to die.”
his wife said.

“So? It won’t be the first time
such thing happened. It won’t be the last time, either. Why should
I care?”

She gave him a look. “I know you
don’t mean that. I know we can’t save all of the baby girls, but at
least we can save this one.”

“Are you crazy? We can’t take
her in. It’s against policy.”

“I know, I know. I’m not saying
we should take her, but I know someone who will.”

“Who?”

“Dong Guo.”

The secretary paused. He glanced
at his wife, then at the curtain separating the inner room with the
living room outside. The farmer was still out there, waiting for a
reply. “You think that’s a good idea?”

“Think about it. He’s not going
to marry. No one in their right mind is going to give their
daughter away to someone like Dong Guo. He lives alone. Has no
family. Who’s going to take care of him when he grows old? If we
give the girl to him, he has someone to look after him in his old
age.” she said.

“You think he’s ready to raise a
child all on his own? He can barely take care of himself.”

“At least she has a chance of
living to see tomorrow. We let her go now, she’s not going to
survive past midnight.”

The secretary nodded. “It’s not
the best solution, but at least it’s better than the alternative.
I’ll let him know.” He lifted the curtain and walked out.

The farmer was still standing
there, with the blue bundle in his arms.

“I might have someone for you.”
the secretary said.

 


 


 


Three

 


“Don’t run so fast, Lian Lian.
Come and eat your breakfast.” Dong Guo stood at the door and called
out to the girl in the yard.

She was chasing after a clucking
hen, running around in circles and giggling so hard she was
hiccupping. The beleaguered hen flapped its wings and tried to take
off, then remembered it couldn’t fly, gave up, and continued
hopping ahead.

Dong Guo watched his daughter
with a smile on his face. He still had troubled believing that he
actually had a daughter. When Secretary Dong showed up on his
doorstep with a stranger in tow, he had assumed it was about the
land tax again. Instead, he was given a baby girl wrapped up in a
tiny blue blanket and told that he was now her father. He didn’t
understand most of what the secretary was saying. The stranger
didn’t speak.

The first night she was in his
house, he didn’t sleep a wink. There was only one bed. He laid the
baby on the bedsheet and watched her sucking on her thumb. He laid
on his side and didn’t dare to move an inch. He struggled to stay
awake throughout the night. He thought if he dozed off and rolled
over, he would crush the baby.

He didn’t know how to read or
write. He called her Baby for the first month, until Secretary
Dong’s wife came to visit and gave her the name Lian Lian. It meant
lotus flower, she had said.

He had no idea how to feed a
baby. He gave her rice soup for the first three meals until she
clammed up and refused to take another sip. Then he made a trip to
the provision shop in the neighbouring village and brought back
milk powder. It cost him twenty yuan for each can of milk powder,
forty kilograms worth of corn.

She liked to play with the
buttons on his clothes and once she swallowed an entire button when
he wasn’t looking. By the time he realised something was wrong, she
was choking and crying and her face was livid. He’d rushed her to
the village doctor’s house and begged him to take a look. The trip
cost him another forty kilograms of corn.

She grew like a weed. By the
time she was three months old, she weighed seven kilograms and
couldn’t fit into her clothes anymore. Every six months, he would
go to the provision shop or the county’s supermarket to buy her new
clothes. Each trip would cost him another sixty kilograms of
corn.

He blew through five years’
savings in her first year of existence.

Now she was almost six years
old, she would need to go to school soon. He’d asked Secretary Dong
about school fees. When he learnt how much it would cost, he
calculated how many kilograms of corn he would need to sell and
realised that he didn’t have enough.

Girls didn’t need to go to
school, Secretary Dong had said.

He nodded, then asked the
secretary for work. Secretary Dong looked at him for a long
time.

You know she’s not really your
kid, don’t you? Secretary Dong had said.

She’s my daughter. I want to
send her to school. He’d said.

He started hauling produce to
the farmers’ market in town for the farmers in Dong Village. Each
trip cost him four hours and earned him three yuan. He would put
Lian Lian on the back of his rickshaw, sitting next to sacks of
potatoes or bushels of corn, sang to her while he peddled along the
potholed country road.

Two weeks before school started,
he went to the county’s register office and put her name on his
household register. He couldn’t read what the words said. He showed
the thin red booklet to anyone he saw on the way back and asked
them to read them out to him. Dong Guo, father. Dong Lian Lian,
adoptive daughter.

The day before school started,
he went into town and brought back a pink schoolbag, with hello
kitty printed on the plastic cover.

For your books, he said.

She squealed and hugged the bag
close to her.

On the first day of school, he
woke up at four thirty. He cooked two eggs, wrapped them in layers
of straw, and put them in her schoolbag. He walked the four
kilometres to the school with her, waited until she was inside the
classroom, and walked the four kilometres back to his hut.

He didn’t go to work in the
cornfield that day. He sat on the doorstep and waited until she
came back, bouncing all the way and proudly showing him her new
books. Then she asked for twenty yuan.

The teacher told us everybody
must pay. She’d said.

He nodded, then stood up and
rode off on his rickshaw. He would need to make more haulage
trips.

 


 


 


Four

 


“Teacher says we need to pay
thirty-five yuan for new textbooks.” Lian Lian told Dong Guo as she
plonked down her schoolbag on the wooden bench.

“I thought we paid twenty yuan
last month already.” Dong Guo was crouching in front of the stone
stove and adding kindling to stoke the fire.

“Yeah, but that was for the
miscellaneous fees. This is for textbooks.” She looked at her
father. “Teacher says if we don’t bring the money we have to stand
in class and we won’t get new books.”

“Ok.”

“Do you have the money?” she
asked.

“I will give it to you later.
Dinner is on the table.” He stood up and walked out of the hut,
took the rickshaw, rode into town, parked at the county hospital,
and headed straight to the second floor.

“How much can I sell this time?”
he asked the nurse at the reception counter.

“When was the last time you sold
blood?” she asked without looking up.

“Last month.”

“It’s too soon. Come back next
month.”

“I need to sell my blood now. I
need the money.” he insisted.

The nurse looked up. “It’s you
again. I’ve already explained to you the last time, you need to
wait at least eight weeks. You have to allow your body to recover.
Drawing blood so soon is bad for your health.”

“I know, I know. But I really
need the money.”

The nurse sighed, then shrugged.
“It’s your health. Fill up this form. Fifty yuan for hundred
cc.”

He rode back to Dong Village
clutching two hundred yuan. It would be enough for her textbooks,
and for a new dress she’d been clamouring for.

When he arrived at his hut, she
was out. Dirty bowls and dishes were stacked on the table. The
stock pot was empty. He’d forgotten to ask her to save some
porridge for him.

He sat on the bed, munched on a
cold steamed bun, and counted the money again. Lian Lian would be
thrilled about the new dress.

He washed the bowls and dishes
and sat on the doorstep, waiting for his daughter’s return.

 


 


 


Five

 


“Dong Guo, Lian Lian’s absent
from school again. You should really talk to her.” the village
school principal’s stern voice travelled down the telephone
line.

Dong Guo clutched the receiver
in his right hand. Secretary Dong hadn’t looked very pleased when
he walked over to Dong Guo’s hut, telling him that the school
principal was calling. You really need to install a phone in your
own house, he had said.

“She’s not in school?” Dong Guo
asked.

“No. This is the third time this
month already. Her grades are not good to begin with. She can’t
afford to just keep skipping lessons. You tell her if she doesn’t
show up for class tomorrow, she’s suspended.” The principal hung
up.

Dong Guo stood there for a
moment, still clutching the receiver in his hand. He thanked
Secretary Dong, walked out of the secretary’s house, and then
started off to the east. It was early autumn. Wild berries would be
ripe for plucking.

He climbed over the two small
hills in Dong Village, didn’t find her. He walked past the farm
fields, knocked on doors of the villagers, went back to his own
hut. Lian Lian hadn’t returned.

He walked along the country road
leading out of Dong Village, calling out Lian Lian’s name. His
voice travelled over the fields of corn and cabbage and died. It
was getting dark. He kept on walking and calling.

He walked on and on, taking
random turns on the road until he was no longer sure where he was.
He panicked and started running, tripped over a rock and hit his
head. His knees were scraped and his forehead was bleeding. He was
dizzy.

A villager found him lying on
the ground, helped him up, and sent him home on his rickshaw.

“Why are you helping him?” the
villager’s wife asked him when he returned.

“Can’t just leave him to die,
can I?” the villager said.

“He’s a grown man.”

The villager looked at his wife.
“You don’t recognise him? That’s Dong Guo, the village idiot.”

“Village idiot? He looks normal
to me.”

“On the outside, he looks
normal. It’s his brain that’s all banged up. They say he had some
kind of disease when he was a kid. His mental age is that of a
six-year-old. When I found him on the ground, do you know what he
was doing?”

“What?”

“He was covering his face with
his hands and crying. A grown man, forty-plus years old. Curled up
in the dirt and soil and bawling like a baby.”

 


 


 


Six

 


Dong Guo was still sitting on
the doorstep when Lian Lian returned to the hut. It was nine thirty
pm.

“Where have you been? I was so
worried.” Dong Guo sprang up.

“I stayed in school after class,
doing homework with friends.” She said. “What happened to your
forehead?”

“Nothing. I tripped and fell.
The school principal called, said you weren’t in school today.”

“Oh, um, I went to a friend’s
house to do homework.”

“You didn’t go to school?”

“I did. The principal just
didn’t see me. I must have been in the bathroom when he did the
roll call.”

“He also said it wasn’t the
first time you weren’t in school.”

She scowled. “Do you believe him
or do you believe me? Principal Zhang is old and short-sighted. He
can’t see anything without his spectacles. Plus, he doesn’t even
teach my class. How would he know if I was in school or not? If you
don’t believe me, just check my homework. I finished it today.” She
pulled out a book from her schoolbag. It was a copy of a romance
fiction.

He glanced at the book. “I
believe you, of course. The book looks thick. You must have done a
lot of homework. Are you hungry? I have porridge and pickled
carrots.”

“Ugh, not pickled carrots
again.” She grumbled. “Can’t we have pork and meatballs and fish
like other people? My friend Mi Mi. She brings fried meatballs to
school every day.”

“I’ll go to the market to buy
pork tomorrow.” He rubbed his hands together. “Please don’t stay
out so late. I was very worried.”

She ignored him, walked past him
into the hut, threw her schoolbag on the table, sat down and
started eating.

 


 


Seven

 


“I need forty bucks.” Lian Lian
held out her hand.

“Why?” Dong Guo asked.

“School fees.”

“I thought we paid…”

“Don’t ask me why. Go and ask
the teacher.” She cut him off.

He paused. “The winter melons
are ripe. If you help me pick them, we can sell them tomorrow. Then
we’ll have enough money for school fees.”

“Do it yourself. I have
homework.” She said.

“Oh, okay.” He nodded. “There’s
porridge in the pot. I’m going to the field.”

She watched him leave, walked
over to his bed, crouched down and pulled out the big wooden chest.
It was locked. She rummaged around until she found a key under his
pillow. She opened the chest, hauled out the small pile of clothes,
until she found the small iron box hidden beneath. She knew he kept
money in there. She opened the iron box, saw some crumpled notes
inside. She took out a five-yuan note and a ten-yuan note.

It would be enough for the movie
ticket and the cards. Her friends had been boasting about their
trip into town for days. They talked about the dreamy hero saving
the damsel in distress and gushed over how good the lead actor
looked. They traded poker cards with the actor’s photo printed on
the back. She stood at the side and watched. Their laughter and
their poker cards made her mad. She would watch the movie and buy
the cards and show them to the girls. She would buy more cards than
all of them.

When Dong Guo asked her about
the missing money, she said he must be confused and must have
remembered the amount incorrectly. After all, he couldn’t read or
write. Maybe he couldn’t count properly as well.

“I’m in fourth grade now. I can
write five thousand characters already. We study algebra in school.
I can help you keep the money. Count it properly.” She said.

Dong Guo nodded and smiled.
“You’re already much smarter than me. I can imagine you going to
middle school, high school, maybe even all the way to college. You
could be the first college graduate of Dong Village. And I’ll tell
everyone you’re my daughter. My smart daughter.”

She shrugged. He handed over the
money in the iron box. She stuffed it into her bag.

From that day onwards, Dong Guo
never had a clear idea about how much money he had. She spent most
of it on food, clothes, movie tickets, cards, and when she started
middle school, make-up.

 


 


 


Eight

 


“I don’t want to go to school
anymore.” Lian Lian said.

“Why not?” Dong Guo stopped
hammering the nails. Lian Lian had asked for a new closet. She said
there was one on sale in the furniture store in town. Two hundred
yuan. He went up to the hill outside Dong Village with an axe, came
back with a pile of wood, and started making a closet from
scratch.

“School’s boring. I already know
how to read and write. What’s the point of learning history,
physics, biology and geography? It’s not like I want to be a
historian or a physicist or a biologist or whatever. It’s a waste
of time.” she sat on the bed and spat out sunflower seed
shells.

“But you’re only in grade two.
High school entrance exam is next year. You can take the exam and
go to high school.”

“Don’t you understand? I don’t
want to go to school anymore. Not high school, not middle school.
It’s a waste of money. I’d rather spend it on clothes. Do you know
how much school fees cost?” she said impatiently.

“I…I don’t know.” Dong Guo
rubbed his hands together.

“Of course you don’t.” she
scoffed. “I’ve been taking care of all the money matters. What you
got for selling those corns last month? Barely enough for one
semester’s school fees. It’s a waste of money.”

“But…”

“No buts. I’m not asking for
your permission. I’m fifteen years old. I’m old enough to make my
own decisions now. I’m just telling you. A friend of mine has a
relative who works in Shan Dong. He can get me a job in a factory.
Four hundred yuan a month.”

“Shan Dong? That’s another
province. It’s so far away.”

“That’s the point.” she
muttered. She glanced around at the hut she’d grown up in. Three
mud walls. A plywood door with chinks and holes. Two wooden beds
that should really be called cots. A wooden table and two wooden
benches. A stone stove. Woks and pots and pans. Two wooden chests.
Except the cookware, everything in the hut was either made of stone
or wood and was older than she was. There was no TV, no fridge, no
washing machine. Not even an electric lamp. She would stay over at
her friend’s house whenever she could, just to get away from this
depressing hole. Now she finally had a chance to go far away.

Dong Guo was silent. He didn’t
know what to do or what to say to change his daughter’s mind. She
was always so strong-willed. She was more grown-up than he was.

Two weeks later, he rode the
rickshaw to the town bus depot with her and her luggage. She bought
her own ticket. He couldn’t read the destination. He stood there
and saw the bus leave and waved until the bus disappeared down the
road.

She didn’t wave back.

 


 


 


Nine

 


Dong Guo spent the next two
years living alone in his hut. Without having to pay for schools
fees and textbooks and clothes and makeup, he saved up some money.
He put all the crumpled notes in the iron box inside the big wooden
chest, hoping that one day when Lian Lian returned, he would have
enough money to buy all her favourite food.

She didn’t return for Spring
Festival. She didn’t write. There was no phone in the house. He
wanted to go to Shan Dong to look for her, but he didn’t know which
city she was in or what factory she was working at.

He worked in the field from
spring to autumn, planting and ploughing and watering and
harvesting. There wasn’t much work to do in wintertime. Every week,
he rode his rickety rickshaw into the town bus depot, watched each
bus pull into the station, looked for her face among the
disembarking passengers, and returned home alone.

Secretary Dong would walk past
his hut, look inside, see that he was alone, shake his head, and
move on.

“Poor Dong Guo.” he would say to
his wife when he returned home. “Spent all these years raising the
girl. Now she just leaves him behind.”

“He has an unlucky name.” the
secretary’s wife would say. “He has the same name as that person in
the story.”

“What story?”

“The story of Dong Guo and the
wolf. A long time ago, there was a scholar named Dong Guo. One day,
he was standing on the roadside, with a donkey carrying a sack of
his books. A wolf ran out from the woods. Its front leg was struck
by an arrow and it was chased after by a hunter. It begged Dong Guo
to save it. Dong Guo threw away all the books in the sack and asked
the wolf to hide inside. But the wolf was too big. Dong Guo bound
the wolf’s four legs with a rope and squeezed the wolf’s body into
the sack. When the hunter came and asked Dong Guo, he lied and said
he hadn’t seen any wolf. After the hunter left, Dong Guo let the
wolf out of the sack. The wolf was bleeding and hungry and mad at
Dong Guo for tying it up inside the sack.”

“What happened next?”

The secretary’s wife shrugged.
“The wolf ate Dong Guo.”

 


 


 


Ten

 


On an overcast December day in
the third year after she left Dong Village, Lian Lian returned. She
came back with a young man and a protruding stomach.

Dong Guo spent two hundred yuan
to buy minced pork and beef stew and the finest wine they had in
town. There were only two wooden benches in the hut. He let Lian
Lian and her boyfriend sit. He stood next to the table and poured
wine for them.

Lian Lian told him the young man
was her boyfriend. They were planning to get married and she needed
the household register book.

“But you are only eighteen years
old.” Dong Guo said. He looked at his daughter’s boyfriend. He had
small beady eyes and sharp cheekbones and stubble. He was skinny
and short. He was working his way through a plate of pigs’ feet.
His mouth was greasy. There were bits of meat stuck between his
front teeth.

“Many girls have married at
seventeen or sixteen. I’m already old enough.” Lian Lian said.

“But…”

“I’m not asking for your
permission. It’s not like you are my real father.” Lian Lian said.
“Just give me the household register book. I need it to get a
proper identity card, then we can get married.”

Dong Guo looked down at Lian
Lian’s protruding stomach.

“I’m
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