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A Note on Names

In Chinese, surnames precede first names. Surnames have one syllable; first names have one or two. Each syllable is a transcription of a Chinese character and each character has a meaning and a sound. It is customary in English to write the two syllables of a first name as one word, for example, Guoping.

Transcriptions are pronounced as they read, with the following four exceptions: q is ch; x is hs; zh is j; c is ts.

The characters in this book are based on real people, but, except for Ma Jian’s daughter, their names have been changed.

Friends and acquaintances featured most prominently:



	MEN
	



	Li Tao
	Poet; bank clerk.



	Hu Sha
	Poet; activist; teacher of history at Beijing Steelworks University.



	FanCheng
	Short-story writer; tax officer.



	Da Xian
	Abstract painter; womaniser.



	WOMEN
	



	Guoping
	Ma Jian’s wife; dancer in Yanshan propaganda troupe.



	Xi Ping
	Accountant at All-China Federation of Trade Unions; film actress.



	Lu Ping
	Prima ballerina at Central Ballet Company.



	Wang Ping
	Hangzhou Daily reporter; short-story writer.



	Chen Hong
	Poet; doctor; Fan Cheng’s girlfriend.



	Lingling
	Literary editor at Guangzhou Press publishing house.



	YangMing
	Editor of Chengdu’s Star magazine; poet; Hu Sha’s lover.
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RED DUST

A Path Through China

Ma Jian

Translated from the Chinese by

Flora Drew

Chatto & Windus

L O N D O N


1.

Red Walls



53 Nanxiao Lane

Last year, in the spring of 1981, my work unit moved me from the staff dormitory block to a small house in Nanxiao Lane. Number 53. The house is squeezed between Dongsi Eleventh Street and Dongsi Twelfth Street in the Eastern District of Beijing – a hundred metres from the former residence of Liang Qichao, a member of the 1898 Reform Movement, whose calls for modernisation so enraged Empress Cixi that he fled the country and spent fourteen years in exile. The old locust tree outside his gate twists up a narrow gap between a wall and a telegraph pole. Nanxiao Lane lies twenty metres from my front door at the end of a narrow passage and is just wide enough for two buses to scrape past one another. At eight in the morning and four in the afternoon, the lane fills with people and bicycles, and everything comes to a halt.

From my sofa, I can hear buses stop and a conductress bang on a window and shout, ‘Wait for the next one if you can’t squeeze in. Hey! You with the gold wristwatch! Yes, you! Where’s your ticket? All right, smug bastard. Take a cab if you’re so high and mighty. Filthy rag...’

The house is surrounded on three sides by red-brick apartment blocks. When kitchen windows open, eggshells, cabbage leaves and plastic bags drop onto my roof and roll into the yard. On one occasion I received a plate of fried kidneys – someone up there must have smelt they had gone off and wanted me to deal with them. When I hang out my clothes to dry, pigeons nesting on the third floor splatter them with shit.

The yard is just two metres square. In autumn, the locust tree behind the back wall scatters it with twigs and branches. In the summer months, watermelon skins and empty ice-cream cartons fall from the flats and attract swarms of flies and mosquitoes, so I tend to stay indoors. Winter is the best season as my neighbours seal their windows. And when the snow falls, my mean little house even recaptures some of the charm of old Beijing.

I use the house to paint, write and sleep. My wife and daughter still live in my old flat in the compound of Yanshan Petrochemical Plant, a two-hour bus drive away. For four years I was the plant’s publicity photographer, while my wife danced in the propaganda troupe. Then three years ago, my photographs won a prize in a national competition and I was transferred to the capital to work for the foreign propaganda department of the All-China Federation of Trade Unions. The job keeps me so busy, I seldom get a chance to return to Yanshan.

The house may be a crumbling old shack, but the tap in the yard and the private gate give me an independence and freedom I never had in the dormitory block. A band of writers, painters, poets, dissidents and hangers-on use the house as a meeting point. We talk into the night about art and politics. We discuss the new ‘Household Contract Responsibility System’ and ‘Socialism with Chinese Characteristics’. We play tapes of the Taiwanese singer Deng Lijun and distribute mimeographed copies of underground poetry. Sometimes we disguise a foreign journalist in balaclava and overalls, and sneak him into the house to show him our paintings and hear his stories. Many improbable plans have been debated between these four walls.

The room is filled with my paintings, I even use one as a rug. When I hold exhibitions here, many pictures go missing. But a man from the US Embassy actually bought one once. He paid me forty dollars.

My neighbours’ prying eyes inevitably focus on my house. But the loud music and stream of visitors have also aroused the interest of the local police force. My friends all own keys to my front door. They try to arrive before dark so as not to attract attention. But when it is time to leave in the middle of the night no one’s safety can be assured. So they either sleep over, or leave separately at five-minute intervals.

One night, I invited a colleague back to the house – a girl called Xi Ping who works in accounts. After supper, we talked for a while then I offered to walk her home. We had barely stepped two hundred metres from my gate when the police descended on us. Fortunately I had my identity card with me. I said I lived nearby, said we had been chatting and forgotten the time, said lots of polite things and at last they let me off. They let Xi Ping off too, but she had to walk back to the dormitory block through the long dark lanes all by herself.

Another night, my friends and I had been drinking too much and we collapsed in a heap in the yard. Five minutes later a police van screeched to a halt outside the gate, four officers herded us into the room and demanded to see our documents. Li Tao was behind the bed curtain by that time, having a cuddle with his wife Mimi. An officer raised the curtain, Li Tao pulled it down, then the officer raised it again. This continued for some time until Li Tao opened his eyes at last and saw the five gold stars on the policeman’s hat. They were both interrogated of course. Neither of them could produce their marriage certificate, so they were taken away in the van.

Six years have passed since the death of Mao Zedong and the end of the Cultural Revolution. Deng Xiaoping is back in power, calling for ‘Four Modernisations’, private enterprise and foreign investment. He has liberated the economy, but continues to clamp down on all forms of dissent. When the activist Wei Jingsheng said the Four Modernisations were meaningless without the Fifth – democracy – he was arrested, put on trial and sentenced to fifteen years in jail.

The door has been opened to the outside world though, and people have started to think for themselves. In 1979, the No Name Group – communist China’s first independent art association – held an inaugural exhibition in Beihai Park. The Star Group followed in its wake, and marched through the streets of Beijing demanding the right to hold private exhibitions. A team of Beijing photographers then set up the April Group with a revolutionary mission to photograph the country as it really is.

Everything is starting to change. China feels like an old tin of beans that having lain in the dark for forty years, is beginning to burst at the seams.

The Frozen Blue Sky

One winter afternoon of 1982, my daughter walks in from school. The strap of her bag is so long it almost reaches her knees.

Guoping and I have divorced, but she has agreed to let Nannan stay with me this term. She will come down from Yanshan on Saturday and take her back for the weekend, but today is only Tuesday. Nannan does not smile much any more. I am not happy either. My marriage is over, my girlfriend Xi Ping betrayed me twice this summer, and my work unit is threatening to rectify me again.

Nannan sidles up to me. ‘Jianjian, Lili has a mountain spirit to help her with her homework. She’s very pretty.’

‘Where does she live?’ I turn from the easel, my hands covered in paint.

‘Inside Lili’s pencil case. I saw her.’ Her eyes look sore. ‘Daddy – I mean, Jianjian – you’ve seen a spirit, haven’t you?’

‘Come here, Nannan. I will draw one for you.’ I put down my brush, walk to the washbowl behind the door and clean my hands.

‘You have a spirit, I know you have.’ She leans over the desk and purses her lips.

I open the drawer, take out a stone I picked up on a beach, stroke Nannan’s silky hair and switch on the lamp. ‘Look, Nannan, this is where my spirit lives. This is her face, this is her red skirt, and this is her long black hair.’

She holds the translucent stone to the light and studies it in minute detail. At last she says she cannot see her, only heard her whisper something.

‘The spirit is waiting for you to finish your homework.’ I watch Nannan carefully lower the stone into her pencil box. ‘When your homework is done, she will come out and take you flying around the room.’

The apartment blocks outside my window seem to merge into a single black wall. Lights shining from a few rooms glint like the eyes of a wolf. The government has unleashed a new campaign against ‘Bourgeois Liberalisation’ and my name has come up. My leaders at the foreign propaganda department have labelled me a ‘questionable youth’.

I hear people pass through the wind outside. Men and women. The women’s steps are lighter, but when the soles of their shoes crush against the sand, it sends needles through my skin.

On my way to fetch supper from the staff cafeteria this afternoon I bumped into Zhao Lan, a colleague who belongs to my art discussion group. She told me the security department called her in yesterday to ask why she visits my house and who she has seen there.

I retreated behind a heap of cabbages, and whispered, ‘Don’t mention the dance we went to, and whatever happens, don’t tell them about the life drawings I did at Da Xian’s house.’ Last month, a group of friends clubbed together and hired a model for two yuan an hour. I left my easel at home and just took a sketchbook. The model had soft skin, large eyes, and thighs as smooth as glass. She sat in the middle of the room cracking sunflower seeds between her teeth, gazing at the men circled around her. Now and then, a husk fell from her mouth and landed on the black hair between her legs.

I heat up the meatballs I brought back from the cafeteria and serve them to Nannan. The room smells of pork and coriander. I glance at my unfinished painting: pale vertical branches cover half the canvas, a cloud moves through the black sky behind.

Nannan’s picture hangs beside it. Last month, we walked down the lane to paint a tree bathed in sunlight. Nannan splashed green leaves onto her canvas and dotted them with specks of white light. The picture was small but much more alive than mine. She finished it in a matter of minutes, and when people stopped to take a look she said, ‘Don’t look at me, look at my father. He is the painter.’ We worked until dark, then traipsed off to a dumpling restaurant and ordered two large bowls of egg soup.

When I return from the latrines, I hear Nannan whispering to the stone.

There are just a few coriander leaves left in her bowl. ‘Where have the meatballs gone?’ I ask her.

‘I’ve eaten them,’ she says, gazing at me with wide eyes.

There were two meatballs in her bowl before I left. The room still smells of pork. She must have hidden them somewhere. I sniff around and trace the smell to its source behind the bedside table. When I pull the table out, two squashed meatballs plop onto the cement floor. She opens her mouth and stares at mine in terror. I tell her to throw the meatballs in the bin, and she starts scuttling about the room like a frightened chicken.

Her body is so small and fragile, I feel helpless. I am sure her mother knows what to feed her.

‘What does your mother give you to eat, Nannan?’

She looks up through her long tangled fringe. ‘Fried bean sprouts and dofu.’

‘You won’t get fat on that. Come on, put your coat on and I’ll take you out for some lamb hot-pot.’ I check my pockets and stand up.

An hour or so later I turn off the main light and put my daughter to bed. The lamp on my desk shines on a heap of unfinished manuscripts, contact sheets and some stamps I am collecting for Wang Ping, a friend who writes for the Hangzhou Daily. The lampshade I made from cinema film smells of burnt glue. Below it lies the letter I have written to Guangxi Film Studio, and a Jushilin Temple textbook open at page ten: ‘Sentient beings, lost in the red dust of the world, come to the Western Paradise of Amitabha, Buddha of Infinite Light...’ I have attended weekly ceremonies at the temple for a while now. I spend hours memorising the sutras, but when the time comes to recite them I can never remember a word. Still, in the quiet of the temple I can forget myself. I watch the incense smoke drift to the sky and I follow it through the white clouds and see that above the clouds there is blue sky everywhere. I trail behind the disciples as they circle the shrine chanting sutras to the beat of a wooden fish drum. I fantasise about taking the Buddhist vows one day and roaming the country as a mendicant monk. When I leave the temple afterwards and see the crowds in the street outside, my stomach turns.

‘Daddy, is Mummy coming this week?’ Nannan’s head peeps above the quilt.

‘Call me Jianjian – Daddy sounds silly.’

‘All my friends say Mummy and Daddy. Why can’t I?’

‘Because I’m not like a proper daddy. My life is a mess.’

‘Daddy – I mean, Jianjian – when is Mummy coming to fetch me?’

‘Saturday, as usual. You want your mummy, don’t you? You don’t want daddy any more.’ I think of Guoping’s face under her new perm. The tight curls make her chin look bigger. Sometimes she arrives on the back of her boyfriend’s motorbike. The night before our divorce came through I went back to see her in Yanshan. I lay in bed beside her, breathing the warm scent of her hair. In the three years since I had moved to Beijing, we had slowly drifted apart. I knew she had a boyfriend called He Nong and she knew about my friendship with Xi Ping. The passion had gone, but when I thought that the next day this woman would no longer be my wife, I could not help feeling sad.

‘I want you both. When is Xi Ping coming?’

‘She won’t be visiting any more.’

Xi Ping will never come here again. But she is still inside me, like a stuck fishbone rotting at the back of my throat. Why did it go wrong? Although I dared not believe in love after the failure of my marriage, she was the only woman I cared about. Her voice cut through the numbness in my heart. I loved her still features and quiet forehead.

I first noticed her last year in the cafeteria. She was standing in front of me in the queue for lunch. I asked her which department she worked in, and she said, ‘Accounts. You should know. I’ve helped you twice with your expenses.’ When we started going out together, I felt my life take a new turn. Sometimes I hated her, but the hate came from within me, it was a boil that grew from my despair. She understood me. When I told her I was considering giving up my job to go travelling around the country, she kissed my ear and whispered, ‘Wherever you go, you can always come back to me. My body is your sunset.’

I can almost see her now, sitting on the orange sofa reading her book, then leaning over to pinch me with her damn little hands. I hated that. Women should be as gentle as water – warm water, of course. When we kissed, she waited until I was fully relaxed, then dug her teeth into my tongue like a mousetrap, biting harder and harder. She thought it was funny. When it was over she would giggle and kiss away my tears.

I put up with her bites and pinches. After all, what kind of girl can you hope to find in this mixed-up country? Clever girls are too busy opening restaurants and trying to make money. University graduates expect their men to be like the heroes in romantic novels who explore the wilds of Tibet. All the nice girls are in the countryside, but when they move to the cities they are too preoccupied with the cosmetics counters to have any time for you. Xi Ping was different though. She liked music and art, and her classical Chinese was better than mine. We both liked the colour brown and shared a recurring dream of being chased by a huge rock while our feet were glued to the ground. And neither of us liked to wash – we would only visit the public showers once a month.

I could take her anywhere and she would never complain. Once we were stuck on a hill after dark, so we just lay on the ground and waited for dawn to break. If she saw me lower my paintbrush and stare into space, she would write messages to me on her hand: ‘I do exist you know’, ‘Hemingway topped himself in the end’ or ‘Where there’s a will there’s a way.’ If that didn’t work, she would pour a cup of tea over my canvas.

In July she was cast to play a nurse in a film about the Eighth Route Army that was to be shot in the hills of Guangxi. A week before she was due to leave, I discovered she had slept with Qiuzi and told her I never wanted to see her again. She was distraught, and I could not take the pain, so we made up in a flood of tears. I buried my anger in love. The night before she left Beijing, I pulled out a filing knife and told her to open her mouth.

‘If you want to kill me, at least use something a little sharper.’ When she looked into my eyes I could never tell what she was thinking.

‘Come closer,’ I said. She kneeled between my legs. I lifted the lampshade and let the light fall on her face. A cluster of freckles coloured her nose. I moved my hand into her mouth. Her breath felt warm and damp.

‘I’ll just straighten your front teeth.’

She sunk her teeth into my hand and looked up. The lower rims of her eyes were two streaks of red. ‘Do you know how strong my teeth are?’

I pulled my hand free and shook the pain away. ‘This front tooth is longer than the other, it will show when you smile on camera.’

‘The nurse never smiles. It’s a tragic role. She ends up being shot by a Japanese firing squad.’

‘Then they will need to film your mouth when you scream in pain... Mm, your teeth are very strong.’ I slowly scraped at the enamel, and this time she didn’t flinch.

‘What about Lu Ping? When is she coming?’ Nannan is staring at the paper ceiling.

‘Lu Ping won’t be coming here for a while.’

Last week two officers visited Lu Ping at the Central Ballet Company and interrogated her late into the night. The next morning she came to my room and said, ‘They asked about the photographs you took of me. They wanted to know if you kissed me. They told me never to model for you again.’ She burst into tears. Her eyes were grey from lack of sleep.

Nannan has shut her eyes.

I remember accompanying Xi Ping to the train station the day she left for the shoot in Guangxi. We stood inside the crowded tram, our faces almost touching. She could sense I was still upset about the affair, so she said, ‘Qiuzi wanted my address in Guangxi, but I refused to give it to him.’

‘You mean you met him this week? You promised you would never see him again!’ I looked at her face in disbelief.

‘I’ve not left your sight for seven days – except the time I visited my aunt in Tongxian. I told you I was sorry. You said you’d forgiven me. But it seems you still don’t trust me.’ She stared out of the window and I looked at the slogan sprayed on the glass: ‘Safe trip to work, happy ride home!’

‘I will go to him when you’ve gone and find out the truth.’ My eyes and throat felt as though they were clogged with cotton wool.

She glanced up at me. I looked into her eyes and saw the eyes that lay behind – mysterious globes that glowed one moment then were as dead as the dark waters of a well. It was still her face, but it no longer resembled her. The plucked eyebrows looked false. I had never studied her in such detail. Before, when her eyes met mine I saw blue skies, when the corner of her mouth twitched, I yearned to kiss it. But now the dream was broken. Her face was pale, the features seemed frozen. Her cheeks were dry and chapped.

Then I looked at her mouth and panicked, because I knew I had emptied all my love into it.

‘My stomach aches.’ She stepped off the tram. We clasped hands and pushed into the crowd.

‘You can ask the conductor for a painkiller once you’re on the train.’ I took a deep gulp of air.

‘Don’t believe anything Qiuzi says. He’s a hooligan, he will lie to you.’ Her face looked ugly as it squeezed through the crowd. Our hands were still locked together.

‘I just hope you’re not lying to me again,’ I said, pulling a suitcase that I longed to press down onto her head.

She never smiled after that, not even when I waved at her from the platform. As the train pulled away my heart clenched.

I went straight to Mimi’s restaurant. I knew Qiuzi was a regular customer, I always saw his bike parked outside the door. When Xi Ping resigned from her job and started helping with the restaurant’s accounts, Li Tao hinted that something was going on. But I ignored him – I was in love, and could not believe Xi Ping would go off with a man just because he had a motorbike. Besides, she was with me almost every day. When I discovered she had slept with him, I slapped her face and told her to leave. But that night, I saw her in Mimi’s room. She was crying her eyes out, Tchaikovsky was booming from the radio, the room was dark, so we fell into each other’s arms. The last thing I wanted to do now was to talk to Qiuzi.

At about five in the afternoon, he turned up. He was short, had a scar across his face and a leather jacket with shiny brass studs. He’d spent twelve years behind bars for hooliganism and sold petrol coupons on the black market. He’d bought Xi Ping black stockings, taken her on his bike to a friend’s house and screwed her. When he went for a piss, his friend grabbed her. She screamed for help, but Qiuzi shouted, ‘Do him a favour, will you, he’s just out of prison.’

He walked towards me jangling a large ring of keys.

‘Hey, Ma Jian! How’s life treating you?’

The restaurant had four tables and a single bed at the back. There were no customers yet.

I lifted the door curtain and said, ‘Come in, Qiuzi.’

He tucked his sunglasses into his pocket and made for the bed. A large motorbike was printed on the back of his leather jacket. The skin on his neck hung loose.

‘If this blade doesn’t kill you I’ll turn myself in!’ There was a knife in my hand and a spare one under the mattress. He struggled to his feet but I pressed him back down. ‘Blink and I’ll stab you!’ My knife was pointing straight into his eye.

Mimi ran over from the counter. ‘Ma Jian! Don’t fight!’

‘Stay away, Mimi!’ I shouted, without turning round.

‘There’s no need for this. I’ll tell you everything.’ Qiuzi’s face resembled the frozen chicken that was lying on the floor.

‘I didn’t do it much with Xi Ping. Once, at my friend’s house. Three times in my room – my wife works during the day...’

‘I know all that. Just tell me what happened this week.’

‘She said she was going away. I took her to Beitaipingzhuang market, bought her two pairs of nylon tights. We went to the woods, she pulled down her trousers... Sunday I drove her to Tongxian to see her aunt, we did it twice. I dropped her at a station outside Beijing, she took the train for one stop, said you’d be waiting for her at the terminus... Yesterday, I gave her some travel money. We didn’t go the whole way. She sucked me for a while but her teeth hurt, she said you’d cut them with a filing knife... Look, I’m sorry, I won’t see her again. Don’t be upset, women are all the same. I’ll fix you up with someone else tonight, if you like...’

I left the restaurant and wandered through the streets for hours. I walked from Yuetan Road to Tiananmen Square, and from Jianguomen Avenue to Ritan Park, then returned to the Square, and wandered past Mao’s Mausoleum and the Museum of the Chinese Revolution. When I next looked up, I was at the turning into Nanxiao Lane. But I couldn’t go home, because her slippers were on the floor, her black straw hat was on the wardrobe, and the windowsill was piled with her empty yoghurt bottles. She drank two or three bottles a day.

So I kept walking. The wall on my right followed me, then caught up and merged into the red walls of the Forbidden City. I was back at the Square again. I climbed up to the viewers’ podium and lay on the cement floor below the portrait of Mao Zedong. Xi Ping’s face was still shaking before my eyes. The day she went to her aunt I bought her some hawthorn jelly and loaded her cassette player with a recording of her favourite song, ‘The Same Old Days’. That evening I waited on the station platform. She stepped off the Tongxian train and complained about the exhausting journey. When we got home, I took off her shoes, pressed my face onto her stomach, inhaled her musty smell, pushed her onto the bed...

‘Get up, you wretched dog! What are you doing? Where are you from?’ There were three policemen standing by my head.

‘I missed the last train. My head hurts.’ My voice disgusted me.

‘Bullshit! Get out of here!’ At least they didn’t kick me.

My eyes swim across the room. Xi Ping’s belongings are still stuffed in a plastic bag behind the door. As I stare at it, the bag appears to breathe.

‘Go to sleep now, Nannan. You have to be up at seven tomorrow.’

‘I am asleep.’ Tufts of her black hair peep above the quilt.

‘How can you talk if you’re asleep?’

‘I’m sleep-talking.’ She curls up like a little rabbit.

I pull out my letter to the Guangxi Film Studio, and read it again. ‘... I am writing to you about my girlfriend, Xi Ping. I have recently discovered that she has been conducting an illicit relationship with a Beijing hooligan. She is cast to play the heroine of the film, a nurse devoted to the cause of the Party. I hope you will inform the director at once, and tell him that Xi Ping is entirely unsuitable for the part of...’

I take the letter to bed. Nannan crawls sleepily onto my chest. She needs her mother, not me. I have no breasts. I don’t know how to cuddle her or brush her hair.

I turn off the light. The sky outside has cleared. Stars always shine brighter when a wind blows through the night. I will post the letter tomorrow. Never trust a woman again. If I listen to her excuses and take her back I will only have myself to blame. I told her I didn’t believe in love, so why am I so upset? There is a gang of hooligans waiting for me at work. I will murder someone if they try to rectify me again. Fuck the Communist Party! Fuck its eighth bloody ancestor!

I shut my eyes and see myself lying on a cement floor. I have fallen to my death this time. My head is soaking in a pool of blood. Amitabha, Buddha of Infinite Light. Amitabha, Amitabha...

A Man of Thirty

Today is 18 August 1983. My thirtieth birthday. Before I am out of bed someone bangs on my gate. ‘Ma Jian, hurry! Phone for you!’ I grunt, slip into my flip-flops and stand up. The footsteps walk away. A radio booms down from the apartment block. At the gate I check my pockets, then go back to fetch my wallet, and grab my notebook too while I am about it.

A bus must have just passed, the dust feels hot underfoot. The left side of the lane is in dazzling sunlight, a few people stand in the shade on the right. The owner of the grave-clothes shop is sitting in his doorway. He holds the wooden doorframe with one hand and strokes his bare stomach with the other. ‘Hey! Mr Writer! You’re up early today!’ I grunt a reply and look away. I hate the sound of his voice. Ever since I quizzed him about grave-clothes and funerary objects he keeps asking me whether my book is finished yet. ‘You’ve done well there,’ he says, ‘writing about the dead – they’re much nicer than the living.’ The public telephone rests on the windowsill of a small restaurant. A woman in a skirt is standing beside it, waiting to make a call.

Li Tao’s voice rattles through the earpiece. ‘It’s your birthday today, I’ll come round tonight.’

‘Don’t bother, I have nothing to celebrate.’

‘Nonsense. You are having a party whether you like it or not. I’ll bring the food, you get on the phone and ask some friends round. See you tonight.’

I glance at my wallet and notice the woman’s calves shaking impatiently. Blue veins run down her feet and disappear under the black pigskin of her shoes.

‘I’ll pay for this one later, Aunty,’ I say to the old woman seated by the telephone. ‘I have a few more to make. I’ll just let this lady make hers.’

The grocery store owner next door brings out a tray of sliced watermelon. A boy in a white vest snatches a slice then charges down a turning to the right.

‘Fine. I’ll send you the documents. End of the month. Of course they’re imported, I have the receipts. Came back from Guangzhou last month. Great. Don’t forget to bring the application forms...’ The woman is still talking to the telephone.

Back in my room, I search for the sheepskin camera case I was awarded for a photograph exhibited at the Workers’ Palace. It is too good to use, so I store it in a cardboard box under my bed. I open the zip and pull out a page of newspaper. It is dated 1 May 1982, the month before my divorce came through. I kept it because my prize-winning photograph, ‘Sunset over Yanshan Petrochemical Plant’, is printed on one side, and a review of Guoping’s prize-winning Korean dance, ‘Joy at the Great Harvests of the Agricultural Contract System’, is printed on the other.

I saw her perform that dance in a propaganda show in the Temple of Heaven Park. After she came off stage I went to look for her in the changing pavilion. She was chatting with Hong Ye, laughing and swaying her hips. When she saw me, her face froze.

‘I took ten pictures of you, they should turn out well,’ I said.

‘Hope they’re better than the last ones.’

Hong Ye said, ‘Stop bickering, you two. Come on, Ma Jian, take some photos of us while we still have our make-up on.’ She is a few years younger than Guoping. Five girls rushed out onto the grass and practised their poses. Guoping raised her hands in the air and danced in a circle. In the sun her Korean skirt was as blue as the sky.

A large soprano stepped onto the stage and burst into song: ‘Good manners and civilised behaviour are very important in life...’ Her voice reverberated between the park’s four walls.

‘You don’t have to stay, Ma Jian. Go home.’ Guoping’s face was glazed with sweat. The pink face powder creasing at the corners of her mouth masked her expression. The bare skin of her ears and neck made me think of her naked thighs.

At the bottom of the camera case I find a bar of foreign soap, still in its wrapper. Wang Ping, the Hangzhou Daily reporter, brought it back from her trip abroad. When our work unit sent a delegation to Norway she was chosen as translator. We met when she visited my department for a foreign propaganda training session. A photograph of a woman with long blonde hair is printed on both sides of the wrapper. When I hold it in my hand my thoughts turn to women.

The pawn shop pays me eighteen yuan: sixteen for the sheepskin camera case and two for the bar of soap. I buy one jin of pickled cabbage and two of sesame seed cakes, and blow the rest of the money on a bucket of beer. Then I create a makeshift table with an old canvas and a wooden crate and cover it with a sheet of newspaper. By the time I have set it with the food and glasses, it is almost dark outside.

I sink into my sofa and gaze at the bucket of beer. In fact, Li Tao was not the only one to remember my birthday. Last week I received a card from Lingling, a poetry editor at Guangzhou Press publishing house. It was a picture of Jesus. In tiny script at the bottom she wrote: ‘Your expression reminds me of his.’

My mind drifts back to past birthdays.

Twenty-ninth. About ten of us went to Miyun Reservoir. I swam to the island with crippled Lu Desheng on my back. We nearly drowned. The tall poet Yang Ke came. He is an only child. After his mother was beaten to death in the Cultural Revolution he took over her job as gatekeeper of Beijing Workers’ Hospital. He brought his new girlfriend, Weiwei. My heart sank when I saw her. She was the spitting image of Xi Ping.

In the twilight we all danced by the shore. The Taiwanese singer Su Rei sang from the cassette player, ‘Speak to me in your soft voice and tell me what life is about...’

Our torch shone onto the rippling water. I swam into it, the light went out, and for a moment I felt as though I was floating in space.

In the evening, we sat on blankets in a cave and told stories to each other. Hu Sha rubbed his eyes and recited his new poem: ‘Forgive me/ For when I lift my ideals to the sky/ I cannot help treading on the earth...’ By day he teaches history at Beijing Steelworks University. Yang Ming, the buxom editor of Chengdu’s Star magazine, read a verse she had just composed on the back of her hand.

Long after most of us had fallen asleep, Lu Desheng was sitting up, reciting his avant-garde poem by candlelight and glancing at the bodies around him.

‘Hu Sha, stop messing around! I can see exactly what you’re up to,’ he said. Someone was fondling the girl on my right. I could hear her soft intakes of breath.

On the drive home, I turned to Weiwei and said, ‘It was my birthday yesterday.’

Twenty-eighth. Had a drink with Li Tao and Hu Sha at Mimi’s restaurant.

Twenty-seventh. Made red-bean dumplings at Zhou Zhen’s house in Yanshan. After supper we pushed the sofa back and danced. Guoping did the rumba with He Nong and I waltzed to the Blue Danube with Zhou Zhen’s wife. She was just back from work and still smelt of hospital corridors. I told her, ‘I saw you last summer, queuing outside the cinema. You were wearing a black headscarf.’

Two years previously, the work unit informed us of Premier Deng Xiaoping’s edict that anyone caught listening to the Taiwanese singer Deng Lijun would be sentenced to five years in jail. Guoping and I discussed the matter with Zhou Zhen as we had heard her tapes at his house. He advised us to stay away from him until the campaign was over.

Since we were not accustomed to the language of erotic love songs, when Deng Lijun sang ‘Every day I wish you would take the loneliness from my heart’ Guoping and I thought she said, ‘Every day I wash, so that you will take the loneliness from my heart.’ So when we returned from our weekly showers, Guoping and I would always jump straight under the bedcovers. It was only when a friend from Guangzhou sent me a copy of the tape last year that I discovered our mistake.

The party was to celebrate both my birthday and the end of the Campaign Against Deng Lijun.

Today, though, I am thirty years old. I open my notebook, and write a message to myself. Confucius said that at the age of thirty, a man should take a stand in life, but you still don’t know who you are. Last year you lost your wife and your girlfriend and now you are about to lose your job. You have about twenty thousand days left before you die. Why are you wasting your life? You must focus your mind and do something.

Peng, peng! The door opens, Li Tao and Mimi walk in. Mimi always spreads a smile across her face.

‘Cheer up,’ she says. ‘Look what we’ve brought you!’

Li Tao glances at the collection of his poems on my bookshelf and puts on Dvořák’s New World symphony. He must have come straight from the office, he is still in his regulation white shirt. The bank where he works as a clerk is about a twenty-minute walk from here. ‘Is that a new painting?’ he says, slumping onto the sofa.

Mimi has a long cream dress, a gold necklace and a gold ring on the finger that is pointing to my canvas. ‘Are those branches or stones?’ she asks.

‘Those are branches, and those are stones.’

‘Why is the trunk twisted in a circle?’

I can’t bring myself to answer that one.

‘Have you finished your poem?’ Li Tao asks.

‘Not yet. My inspiration has dried. Maybe I really will have to go travelling. I’d like to visit the grasslands Fan Cheng wrote about.’

‘You’ve poured all your poetry into your painting. You have nothing left to give.’ Li Tao is my closest friend, he understands me better than anyone.

Mimi claps her hands. ‘Enough chat. Let’s eat! You can’t paint on an empty stomach. Waa! Look at that bucket of beer! How many people did you invite, Ma Jian? Now tell me where you keep your kettle. I’ll make us a pot of tea.’ She swirls round and strides across the room, her leather sandals squeaking with each step.

Men in the Dark

‘Chairman Mao was incontinent by the time Nixon came to China. During the state banquet, he crapped a turd onto the seat and it rolled onto the floor. Nixon asked, “What’s that?” So Zhou Enlai rushed over and said, “This is a Chinese delicacy – it’s the Chairman’s favourite. Waitress! Please remove the pickled gherkin that has fallen to the floor!”’

‘That was last year’s joke. Bet no one’s heard this one...’

I am lying in bed, half drunk. Da Xian is sprawled beside me. His breath reeks of alcohol. Last week, he drank so much he was sick over his half-finished painting. He waited for it to dry then hung it on his wall and called it a masterpiece of abstract art. There are six or seven other men on the floor. Through the darkness I can see red cigarette tips flicker above each face.

‘Jiang Qing and Chairman Mao were having a screaming match. She had just bought herself a bra, but Mao insisted bras were a bourgeois vanity and refused to let her wear it. He snatched it from her hands and threw it out of the window. Deng Xiaoping was standing outside listening to their row, and the bra landed on his head. When Mao saw him there he nearly blew his top, but Zhou Enlai stepped in and said, “Look, Chairman! Comrade Deng is training to be a fighter pilot!”’

‘I don’t get it. Why would a pilot wear a bra?’

‘You fool. Haven’t you seen those big goggles pilots used to wear?’

‘That’s a terrible joke. Listen to this one. A kid asks his dad, “Dad, why do we have a picture of Chairman Mao but no picture of the Communist Party?” And his dad says, “Because the Communist Party isn’t human, stupid child.”’

‘The Communist Party isn’t human! You’re damn right there, damn right.’

Fan Cheng and Hu Sha are mumbling on the sofa. They have recently started publishing an underground literary journal called The New Era. Fan Cheng works for the tax office and has access to a mimeograph, so he is able to print copies on the sly. ‘Chen Hong’s written a poem about abortion. I think we should put it in next month’s edition... That American journalist said the secret recording of Wei Jingsheng’s trial was broadcast right across the States...’

‘Hey, Hu Sha! I heard the Wang brothers have set up a guerrilla force in Anhui.’

‘Rubbish. They were caught ages ago on the railway outside Beijing and were clubbed to death.’

‘You’re both wrong. My neighbour works for the State Security. The brothers are still on the run, but they’re not half as dangerous as everyone makes out.’

‘Those gangsters are no worse than the communists. Our factory’s Party secretary still can’t read. At the study sessions, he gets his assistant to recite Deng Xiaoping’s directives, then swings his bare feet onto the desk and starts picking at them with a penknife. It’s disgusting.’

‘That guy in glasses I saw in your room the other day – have you heard? He’s latched on to a foreign student from the Language Institute and is moving to America with her.’

‘Our finance department can send two people to Denmark this year. Everyone is fighting to go. Only Party members stand a chance, of course.’

‘Wang Chong’s girlfriend has left him. She’s run off with that Swedish guy, apparently. He’s old enough to be her grandfather, for God’s sake!’

‘It’s all right for the girls. They just cuddle up to a foreigner and the next thing you know, they’re married and living in America.’

‘Ma Jian! Stop pretending to be asleep. It’s your birthday. Have another drink!’

‘I’m listening. My head’s throbbing though. Turn the music down, Fan Cheng, or the night patrol will hear us.’

I know people need to huddle together to survive, but sometimes I long to run away and curl up on my own. I hate working for the Party, but how could I feed myself without this job? I wonder what Xi Ping did today. She is planning to denounce me to the police, apparently. Her father is helping her compile a report on me. So much for her undying love. Guoping collected Nannan yesterday for the summer holidays. She said my life is too precarious and insisted Nannan stay with her in Yanshan for the next school year.

‘Ma Jian. Last month at the reservoir you shouted, “Where have all the women gone?” Well, it seems you had quite a few to choose from tonight, you rascal.’

‘They’re just friends. Go to sleep now, it’s nearly morning.’

I try to remember the faces I have seen tonight. Mimi danced cheek to cheek with Da Xian, then stood in a corner on her own. Li Tao looked upset. Chen Hong arrived late in a white sun hat and heavy make-up. She had just completed the final exam of her medical degree. Fan Cheng shot her a disapproving look. I suspect he wants to break up with her. She stopped in the doorway and said, ‘I feel out of place,’ then went to the latrines to remove her make-up. After supper, Mimi announced she was thinking of moving to Shenzhen Special Economic Zone and Hu Sha accused her of being a capitalist roader. Then Lu Ping stood up and said, ‘Come on, everyone, a toast for our friend, Ma Jian!’

My head is pounding. Li Tao’s pig’s liver and spicy chicken wings tasted good, but when they reached the fish and alcohol in my stomach I began to feel ill. I am glad Lu Ping came. She is now the prima ballerina of the Central Ballet Company. I used to photograph her regularly for calendars and product catalogues, until the police interrogated her last year and told her not to work with me again. She looked prettier than ever today, but my experiences with Guoping and Xi Ping have frightened me off women who are surrounded by crowds of male admirers.

‘Who walked Lu Ping home tonight?’ pipes a voice after a brief silence.

‘Why are there so many damn mosquitoes in this room?’

‘I killed two a minute ago.’

‘I saw you in the corner, giving her your telephone number.’

‘Her arms are so thin. I think she should dance Lin Daiyu in A Dream of Red Mansions.

‘She has already. Gave three performances on 26 August at the Tianqiao Theatre. I went to them all.’

‘Why did she wear those tight red jeans tonight? She looked like an Overseas Chinese.’

‘She’s got no tits.’

‘Her second toe is too long.’

‘Hey, Ma Jian. How come you’re not chasing after her? She’s much nicer than Guoping or Xi Ping.’

‘You’re wasting your time. Lu Ping has a boyfriend.’ As the men discuss her, Lu Ping’s image smiles down from the black ceiling. I presume the others are gazing at it too.

I remember sitting in the dark theatre last year, watching her dance in A Dream of Red Mansions. The second act ended with her twirling despairingly through the falling blossom having heard her lover Bao Yu was engaged to his cousin. Bao Yu had in fact been tricked by his family into thinking he was betrothed to Lin Daiyu. After the wedding ceremony he discovered the true identity of his bride, and he left his red mansion in horror and rushed to his lover’s side. But it was too late. Lin Daiyu had died of heartbreak the very moment he was exchanging his vows. In a flash, Bao Yu saw through the red dust of illusion. He discarded his worldly ties and set off in search of enlightenment. Lu Ping is ideal for the part of Lin Daiyu. She has a frail, melancholy beauty.

‘You pronounce your oath to the sun/ Let wild geese fly to the horizon and proclaim your chastity/ I believe you now/ So much so that teardrops drip from my passion/ It does not surprise me/ But I nearly die of laughter when you say the word: for ever...’

This is Hu Sha. He often interrupts conversations with a verse of poetry.

‘No one is clapping, Hu Sha. You recited that one at Yang Ke’s house last week.’

‘Well, tell me who wrote it then, if you’re so clever.’

‘Wen Yiduo, as if I didn’t know. Try me on the Tang poets, if you dare.’

‘They’re old hat. Let’s see how well you fare on contemporary writers.’

‘Shut up. It’s nearly light outside. Can’t you hear the muck carts driving down the lane?’ No one is smoking any more, so I cannot see any faces. When the men stop talking a musty heat rises and spreads through the room. Hu Sha starts to snore. He always snores, even on the bus. He can sleep anywhere now. His father was rectified so severely during the Cultural Revolution that the old man lost his mind. He used to stay up all night wandering about the house, scratching counter-revolutionary slogans on the wall with household objects and shouting, ‘Evil bastards, bloody communists!’ So Hu Sha learned to sleep standing up. His father passed away last year, and the following day Hu Sha had a black band on his left arm and a few more wrinkles on his face.

I start to nod off. In my daze the house transforms into a large empty cardboard box, as light as a feather, hovering below the tall red apartment blocks. What was it that Saul Bellow wrote in Humboldt’s Gift? Plump women with big breasts. No – fine breasts, big nipples. Damn, that can’t be right. Big nipples... big breasts...

Writing my Self-Criticism

In early September, I turn up for another day at work under the crowd’s watchful gaze. As I step into my office the secretary walks in and says, ‘Ma Jian, Deputy Qian would like a talk with you. You’re to wait for him in the conference room.’

There is a mountain of post on my desk. I am compiling a photography book entitled Spare Time Activities of Chinese Workers, and have written to trade unions around the country asking for submissions from their members. The book will be presented to foreign delegations as a souvenir of their trip to China. I have received thousands of photographs, but not one is fit for publication. I have pictures of everything from a mother bathing her child, to forty people huddled around a television set; from a family taking a group photograph in the park, to a man building a chicken coop in his backyard. None of these activities would meet with the leaders’ approval. And besides, most of the pictures are either out of focus or underexposed.

It would be quicker to establish exactly what the leaders want and then take the photographs myself. I know how things work now. I have learned the hard way. When I first joined the foreign propaganda department, I had to make two trips to the Wuhan Steel Works for just one photograph. In the first batch the pictures were too dark and the workers’ clothes were torn. Director Zhang, the department chief, was not pleased. On my second visit, I told the workers to change into clean uniforms and jab their pokers into the flaming furnace with beaming smiles on their faces. The factory chairman walked up to me and whispered, ‘If they do that any longer the pokers will melt.’

‘Be quiet!’ I snapped. ‘This is a political assignment!’

I was still angry that he had forbidden me to photograph the worker who was tending the furnace when I walked in. When I asked the man to pose for me, the chairman muttered, ‘You can’t use him, he’s not a Party member, and he asked for sick leave last month.’ He presented me with three model workers to photograph instead. By the time I had finished with them, their faces were blistered from the sparks of molten steel. When you work for the Party, you have to learn to falsify reality.

I enter the conference room and am joined shortly by Chairman Liu, the office supervisor, and Deputy Qian, the section head. As we sit down, Director Zhang walks in holding copies of Workers of China and Chinese Trade Unions: Questions and Answers. When I see where he sits, I know it is serious. The last time he sat there he accused me of being ‘dangerously irresponsible’. I had photographed Yangzi Bridge in Nanjing and failed to notice a patch of flaking paint in the foreground. Before I returned to Nanjing I told the bridge leaders to ensure that all areas visible in the photograph were given a fresh coat of paint.

Director Zhang is a slippery Henanese. He has the face of a hippopotamus and shirt collars that are always too tight. The only time I saw him unbutton his collar was the night he came to warn me of my imminent arrest. He looked at my glass and said, ‘What’s that you’re drinking? I’ll take a swig if you don’t mind.’ I said it was Erguotou wine, and he gulped it down with trembling hands. Anyone would have thought it was him the police were after, not me.

Now he says, ‘Young Ma, we have called you here today for a very important reason. Deputy Qian always keeps a keen eye on our work, as you know. The propaganda we produce for foreign countries has a great impact on the image of Chinese socialism abroad...’ I notice Deputy Qian’s eyes darting impatiently, so I say, ‘What is the problem, Director Zhang?’

Deputy Qian coughs loudly. He always gives the impression of being in imminent need of resuscitation. He clears his throat and says, ‘You have been in the propaganda department for a long time now, and we still haven’t had a serious talk. You are a painter – we understand that – so we have turned a blind eye to your sloppy dressing and tried to concentrate on your performance at work. But please, when you attend events involving foreigners, you must shave your beard, wash your hair and wear a clean suit. You are representing your country after all. Today we have called you in to discuss your work. It is probably my fault for not noticing before...’

‘Deputy Qian is a very busy man,’ Chairman Liu interrupts. ‘He meets with foreigners every day. At ten o’clock this morning, he has an appointment with a French trade union delegation.’

‘Let’s ask Director Zhang to talk us through this matter, shall we?’ Deputy Qian says, coughing again.

‘There are some problems, and Deputy Qian brought them to my attention some time ago, problems concerning Young Ma’s way of thinking. In the past, I always thought we could differentiate between the lax way he conducts himself in his leisure time, and his behaviour at work. But now it seems it is not as simple as that, really not as simple as that...’

‘Just tell me which aspect of my work you are not happy with.’ I stare at Director Zhang’s whitening face.

‘You have some artistic talent, otherwise the authorities would not have transferred you to the capital. But you must separate your personal creative work from your political duties to Party propaganda. You have held exhibitions of your paintings and photographs. We always gave you our consent, we even allowed you to attend the Buddhist ceremonies at Jushilin Temple. As the higher authorities have said: that is your own business. But you must not let any of this affect your work.’ Director Zhang’s eyes redden as he speaks.

‘Director Zhang, let Young Ma work out the problem for himself,’ says Deputy Qian.

A secretary opens the door and peeps in. ‘I think it’s Old Wu, Deputy Qian. Shall I tell him to wait for you in the personnel office?’

Mock-ups of the magazines and book covers I’ve designed are spread over the wide table. I have to lean over to see them.

‘This is a photograph of the water pipes at Beijing Number Two Car Factory,’ I explain. ‘The decision to photograph them was taken at an
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