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“The writing is good, the narrative is great. This is an important book. The world just doesn’t know it yet.”

— Readers’ Favorite 5 Star Review by Ray Simmons, China

“Great book that gradually builds to a significant day. The diction is exceptional and the imagery vivid. I would highly recommend this novel.”

—Pre-launch review

“Fascinating, well-researched. Read it in two sittings.”

—Joe Der, Chinese-born meteorologist

“Quite exceptional.”

—Tod Hoffman, formerly of the Canadian Security & Intelligence Service
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A novel by
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That day, we could taste the air.

ZHAO 赵

The pre-dawn gusts seared his throat and choked his lungs. He needed to rid himself of the phlegm but that would be difficult if he wished to avoid disturbing the young couple who rented his spare room. His error had been in leaving the window open last night to capture the spring breeze but the early arrival of the winds was unexpected and the gap had merely served as a gateway for the swirling irritants.

Now with tinges of gray in his hair, Zhao had been raised during more difficult times and like most of his generation, he recognized that the sudden volte-face from Mao’s rigid collectivism to Deng’s get-rich capitalism had been a pivotal achievement by every measure except one. Before wealth, even before nutrition, comes the ability to breathe—and these days, his home city of Beijing endured the worst pollution of any major conurbation on the planet.

The main reason, as Zhao understood it, was the unrestricted use of coal-fired plants coupled with the ever-growing automotive gridlock. Yet that was not the worst of it.

Over the years, deforestation had encouraged the dry gales that ripped through the Gobi to carry cyclones of sand down toward the vast plain of the capital. Here, the harsh grit mingled with the existing contaminants, just as it did this morning, making the atmosphere thick and leaving a coating over every surface.

At one point, in a much-hyped countermeasure, the ministry announced an emergency program to plant six million new trees known locally as the “Great Green Wall” but it resulted in failure because the saplings were of the wrong species. All they did was drain the remaining water source, leaving the subsoil exhausted and the surface denuded. If anything, the situation had deteriorated, so now all the government could do was broadcast its weather alerts across every technological platform and even then, such warnings meant little. For all but the very young and the very old, this day would be no different from any other—and that included Zhao.

A freelance interpreter, he had a job to do and knew from experience that a reputation was the most precious of assets, which meant that he couldn’t allow himself to be delayed. Despite his professional skills, he saw himself primarily as a worker, born in the year of the ox, and while he’d never possessed the physical characteristics of that worthy animal, he could well believe that the astrological sign had indeed affected his approach to life, which was that of a reliable but in some ways stubborn individual.

As he wiped the residue from his eyes and roused himself from his solitary cot, he heard the young people stir in the next room. They, too, were finding it hard to resist the compulsion to cough. While such tenants helped supplement Zhao’s sporadic income, the amount he charged them was modest, an empathy on his part because he could well recall the time when he, too, lived in squalor, subsisting in a filth-encrusted hovel while he and his fellow undergraduates tried to keep body and soul together.

In winter, there was little produce available and the administration dumped truckloads of stale cabbages on street corners for people to pick over. It wasn’t much but without that municipal charity, their conditions would have been far worse. In summer, things were always a little easier but some were still so lacking in protein that they were actually pleased to have ants invading their abode, because the insects could be trapped and cooked as extra nourishment in their weak broth.

These days, Zhao’s attitude was one of fatalism, the only option that kept him sane, and with just a ritual morning sigh, he stepped into the cramped shower area in back of his minuscule kitchen. Sometimes in the drought season, they turned off the water supply without notice but he was glad to see that it was still functioning on this of all days, even if the trickle that emerged was the color of slate and the bar of soap he’d purchased the previous month was almost down to a sliver. It was important that he present himself well on this special morning.

Like many citizens, Zhao had already visited the Great Hall of the People but never during the party’s National Congress, so for this occasion he’d had his white shirt laundered and his one good suit pressed. To complete the outfit and help him look like others in attendance, he would wear his red tie and attach a tiny patriotic flag to his lapel.

Once he was brushed and dressed, he sat himself down by the wooden table to finish his meager breakfast and think about his wife and daughter still up there in Changchun, the industrial city in the northern province of Jilin where he began his career. Then he tidied around as best he could, gathered the briefcase that he carried for effect and quietly descended to the street. Only then, a solitary figure in the early morning, did he allow himself to cough again, longer and more violently this time, and was thankful when he was at last able to slide into the comfort of the small German sedan that was parked right below his window.

The new vehicle was his status, his mark of achievement, even though its shine had been reduced this morning by the thin layer of sand. He’d had to compete in an auction for the right to purchase a license plate and even then, he was only authorized to use the vehicle on alternate days but that didn’t diminish the fact that its acquisition had fulfilled one of his most cherished ambitions. Like five million other drivers in this city of twenty million, he felt a certain guilt knowing that the carbon monoxide spewing from his exhaust only added to the level of asphyxiation, yet he was now a proud car owner, which instantly elevated him into a more respectable class of citizen.

LIANG 梁

In Zhao’s spare room, it was Liang who rose first, her sinuses and nostrils clogged, having been wakened by her own snoring. Gently, she shook her boyfriend, Chen, but all he did was reach for her, as ever. He always wanted her at first light, told her it was the most romantic time of day, but this morning there was no time. Like their landlord, Zhao, they also needed to get an early start.

First though, they would need a little breakfast, since they didn’t know when they might next be able to eat. There was cold rice and some spicy vegetable stir-fry from the previous night which would have to do, along with the ubiquitous tea, a pouch of oolong that she’d brought back from her home in Hebei province on her last visit.

She’d gone back during Golden Week, the spring new year festival when it was traditional for all city dwellers to go to their villages or farms, a throng of millions moving about the country by bus, by train and more frequently these days by air, too, crowding stations and squeezing through terminals, all trying to obtain that precious time at home with their parents and cousins, all the ones who’d never left. From the metropolis they brought money and gifts, whatever they could manage, and for that one week they pretended to be paragons, the brave progeny who had ventured out into the world and made it against all the odds.

Yet more often than not, the reality was different. The jobs they claimed to have were neither as secure nor as well-paying as they intimated. Their apartments weren’t quite as deluxe as they described. Even their marital situations might not be entirely truthful and it was by no means unknown for a fake girl or boy to be hired for a few days to accompany them home in order to persuade the family that all was well, that their offspring were in settled relationships and that grandchildren could be expected sometime soon, maybe after the next pay raise or the upcoming promotion.

So it was with Liang. Much to her own shame, she had taken Chen back to Hebei merely to show him off and was only employed here in Beijing as a relief teller in a state bank. This meant she only worked when someone else was sick, in which case they would call her in at a moment’s notice. It wasn’t a good situation but she held on to it instead of looking for a better job in the private sector for one simple reason: coming as she did from a neighboring province, she had no hukou within Beijing.

This was the official permit that would allow her access to the city’s social amenities, everything from healthcare to education, and without it she felt helpless. If she became ill here, if she ever wanted to have children, if she ever wanted them to attend the public school system, she would need a hukou and the best way to get one, short of outright bribery which she could not afford, was to gain full employment at a government enterprise. That’s why she stayed for two years in the same position and would probably continue to do so until she received her opportunity to advance. Once permanent, she could then apply for the precious document. It had been promised to her by a favorite supervisor but a bureaucrat’s promises don’t amount to much because, like everyone else, they’re at the mercy of the system.

To a great extent, it was also why she lived with Chen. Although she’d taken him back to her hometown, she didn’t especially love him, she knew that, but she did kind of like him, if only because he was more polite and respectful than most males she’d ever known. However, the big advantage was that he was a native of the city, which meant yet another option for the vital hukou—and in this society, it was on the basis of such practicalities that decisions of love and happiness were often made.

CHEN 陈

The problem for Chen was that he, too, was low on the career ladder. He’d graduated in the hope of becoming a journalist but when a solitary position opened up at the Xinhua news agency, there were over three thousand applicants. Even then, the job went to an existing editor’s nephew as expected.

So, despite Chen’s meritorious credentials, he was left to scratch out several articles a day for a current affairs blog and hope that he could gain a reputation. The key was to maintain a hard edge to his writing, to push his own provocative criticism while staying shy of the ever-intrusive censorship laws. There were now upward of sixty thousand inspectors policing the web, which meant that his own blog could very soon become a target for crackdown. At the pace at which he was gaining followers, it was only a matter of time before he became successful enough to matter. Until then, he wrote his digital columns, continued attending job fairs with all their meaningless interviews and worked hard at his relationship with Liang.

At least he had a girlfriend, unlike most of his friends in this increasingly unbalanced society. With only a solitary infant allowed and a low-cost prenatal way to tell the baby’s gender, it was inevitable that most parents would opt for a boy. The result was a seventeen percent difference at marital age and although new laws were trying to correct that imbalance, it was too late for the current generation. Chen therefore counted himself fortunate to be with Liang, even though she might only be doing it for his resident’s hukou. He was aware of her motivations but he understood well enough how life worked. They co-existed. They shared a bed and they fused their lives together, somehow hoping that the miracle of love might one day be generated through the zeal of ambition.

For a while longer, Chen lay back and watched Liang puttering around the tiny kitchen area with its single hotplate and cracked sink. From the small, ancient fridge which made creaking noises for most of the night, she took plastic containers and emptied the contents into bowls. But Chen also had things to do, so he dressed quickly and immediately restarted his texting from the night before, his fingers and thumbs working rapidly to send out as many last-minute messages as he could.

“How many do you think will show up today?” Liang said to him as they finally sat down to eat.

“Who knows?” he replied, reluctantly exchanging his smart phone for the crude wooden chopsticks she handed across to him. It was an impossible question to answer. This was Monday, the first sitting of the National Congress, so there might be a multitude, or there might be just a few core supporters in the square, with the rest intimidated by the expected increase in security.

“You still want to go?” she asked him.

To Chen, her voice sounded tentative and he wasn’t sure if she, too, was giving way to her fears or whether she simply wanted his reassurance. “We have to go,” he told her, trying to display a confidence he didn’t necessarily possess.

ZHAO 赵

As Zhao drove from his home district of Laoshan toward the distant city center, the sodium streetlamps and the quartz headlights produced a strange glow through the atmosphere, each projecting its own ghostly aura which just dissolved into the surrounding smog.

At one point, not far from the Wukesong intersection, he noticed a group of young people through the haze who looked suspiciously as if they might be activists, just like his two tenants. They stood around furtively, no more than soft shadows, some wearing dual-purpose medical masks that not only helped protect their sinuses but also served to camouflage their identities.

Traffic was already in stop-go mode even at this early hour and Zhao had a chance to watch them through his windshield, to study their body language, to try to decipher how committed they really were to this course of action. He felt a certain trepidation of what it might yield. History’s task, he believed, was to instill caution into such youthful enterprise, with severe consequences if the warnings were ignored—a lesson he’d learned from his own long experience.

In his early childhood, Zhao was a witness to the catastrophic upheavals when the so-called Red Guards were given official sanction to run amok with their fingered accusations and table-top tribunals. While wall posters depicted workers and soldiers with muscular arms raised in revolution, impressionable teens, no more than grown children, were given the raw power to seize their own targets and drag them off to dingy basements for inquisition, all while waving their little Mao books and chanting their repetitive slogans. These victims were invariably labeled “bourgeois” or “decadent” or “reactionary” and thousands of them were sent away on these juvenile whims, banished to the newly collectivized countryside for re-education, where they slaved in the barren fields while slowly starving to death.

After Mao’s misguided attempts, the next threat happened toward the end of successor Deng’s tenure, when Zhao was already well into adulthood. This time, the students were not demonstrating for the government but against it. Their demands were for more democracy, more openness, and while many of the first protests were scattered in areas of west Beijing, their ultimate focus became the great central square of Tiananmen, because they believed they had the moral right to challenge the government at its core.

Of course they knew the risks, spoke of them constantly, but did any of them ever think it would really happen? That the diminutive Deng, frail and grandfatherly, would ever have the temerity to call on his forces, not just the police with their water cannon, nor even the militia in riot gear, but thousands of front-line troops equipped with assault rifles and a squadron of tanks? That his standing orders would be shoot to kill, all in the name of peace and harmony?

Zhao was there that night, not as a protester but as a bystander, an interested observer, but then the shots began to ring out, echoing around the pavement and buildings. At first, he couldn’t believe it was happening, that the military would fire on its own citizens. He just stood there as people around him began to duck and panic. Then he ran too, ran hard, ran for his life into the warren-like hutongs southwest of the Zhengyang Gate, ran until he was ready to collapse from the expense of energy, to lie down on the filthy cobbles and allow his exhausted frame some rest.

He felt his pulse pounding and his temples throbbing but he didn’t move from that alley, not for hours. He didn’t know how safe the streets would be, how serious would be the crackdown, so he waited until the first glimmer of daybreak and only then did he creep away.

He’d been a witness and he’d managed to escape but that didn’t eradicate or even ease the initial shock. The indiscriminate killing he’d seen would eventually be hushed up, wiped from domestic memory as if it had never happened, and even now, all these years later, the globally recognized tragedy at Tiananmen would never be called a massacre within the borders of China but merely whispered from one individual to another as “the events of June 4.” It had been eradicated from all written reference and remained merely anecdotal, a fragment of folklore that the authorities hoped might eventually be consigned to the status of allegory, a tale that might serve as a warning.

Did this current generation comprehend anything at all of what happened, Zhao was wondering? They were idealists after all and idealists are often naive by definition, seeing only nobility, perhaps even martyrdom, in the ardent promotion of their cause. Inevitably, they believe their suffering will make a difference, draw attention to their protestations, but that was not how life worked nor how it had ever worked.

In fact, many people had rituals to popularize their own destruction—the Buddhists of Tibet with their self-immolation, the Islamists of Xinjiang with their suicide bombs—but who remembered any of their names? Did they all think they could become icons for the millennia? The truth was that over a relatively short time, they and their actions were simply forgotten, if not by the next day, then by the next week, and certainly by the next year. As for himself, Zhao felt that he’d already seen too much needless violence and while he sincerely hoped he was no coward, he preferred to shy away from situations which required overt bravery. Perhaps some things were indeed worth the fight but to his mind, engaging in obvious risk was like volunteering for death and that was just reckless.

As he drove on, he shook his head slightly, trying to cleanse his mind. The strange light had already spread its glow over the high-rise silhouettes and he knew that his client for the day, Anders, would soon be expecting him. If he were late, neither traffic, nor protest, nor health-damaging pollution would be sufficient excuse.


That day, the skies were yellow.

ANDERS

Still deadened by trans-Pacific jet lag, Anders raised his bald head from the eider pillow and reached for a button on the bedside panel. With a low hum, the curtains began their withdrawal, followed in similar fashion by the translucent gauze of the nets, as regal an opening as any Lincoln Center production.

For a few moments, he just tried to absorb what his western blue eyes were seeing. There’d been mornings like this in a thousand such hotels all over the planet and he’d experienced weather patterns from tornados to typhoons but he’d never witnessed anything remotely like this.

Through the heavy smog he could just about make out the Central Business District with more office space than all of Manhattan but the vague skyline was not what held his gaze this morning. It was the sky, the intense yellow sky, and for some reason his weary brain was seeking an adjective to describe the color, perhaps so he could make the anecdote convincing, another traveler’s tale to astonish the dinner guests back home. He thought of “radiant,” then “luminescent,” before settling on “fluorescent.” Yes, he decided, this was nothing if not fluorescent yellow, as in comic-book yellow, science-fiction yellow. No other description came close.

It occurred to him to cancel the day’s schedule in order to remain within the hotel’s advanced air conditioning system which served to filter out the external toxicity. He could use the morning to catch up with correspondence, he was thinking, or to examine the revised budget consolidations that had been forwarded from New York. There were any number of major and minor functions waiting for him to complete and he contemplated a morning with his laptop, ensconced in the ground floor coffee shop. Then a quiet lunch, maybe a nap and at the end of the afternoon, a swim and a sauna. It would make for a relaxed, pleasant day, the kind he could so rarely enjoy. But of course, it was impossible. On this day, he was to be an honored guest.

His local venture partner, Huang, had spent considerable effort in arranging this special schedule and to mark the occasion, Anders had also invited his regional vice president, Tse, a Hong Kong-based woman with whom he’d once had a brief relationship. He’d even made sure to engage his longtime interpreter, Zhao, and it was now far too late to cancel any of them.

With a sigh, Anders picked himself up from the bed and wandered through to the bathroom where he unsealed the bottle of imported water in order to brush his teeth. In this, he regarded himself as neither extravagant nor obsessive but simply mindful. It was simple common sense not to use what came out of the faucet but his concern went further, refusing to use even the local product. It might look like it was sourced from the Alps, with a pink mountain label that was eerily similar to the French original, but Anders was wary of these shanzhai copy brands—and it was this primary caution as much as the pollution which told him he was once again back in Beijing.

TSE 谢

At twelve thousand feet, there was still a dome of blue above the layers of yellow-brown and as Tse glanced out from her business class seat, she could view the demarcation all too clearly. Descending into that atmosphere would be like diving into a bowl of her grandmother’s wonton soup but it wouldn’t be for a while yet. They’d already circled the airport twice and still hadn’t begun a final approach.

She was wearing black today, as she invariably did on trips up to the mainland. Back at home in Hong Kong, she could wear her bright purple hoodie with the pink pants as she went for a jog around the Peak, the dog alongside, but for some reason, darker tones always seemed more appropriate in this bigger, dirtier environment. And while she’d once bleached her collar-length hair blond, she’d since reverted to her own coloring, including a natural white streak which she decided to keep as a gesture of individuality. Unsure of the style at first, she’d been complimented so many times that she now thought of it as a useful look for her, projecting the balanced image of a mature decision-maker with just a hint of contemporary flair.

Nevertheless, despite all her preparations, she was tired of so much flying across the region and wished she could have found the courage to cancel today’s events. It would have meant saying no to her one-time lover, which would have been no problem at all, but since the man also happened to be her global CEO and they were due to meet one of their organization’s foremost Asian associates, she felt she could hardly refuse. While lesser staff had the option of crying off such occasions, the responsibilities of senior management were an essential part of the company ethos.

At last, the captain activated the speaker system but it was only to announce that they were still awaiting approval to land due to lack of visibility. It was annoying and there were audible groans around the cabin but at least he was polite, speaking first in putonghua, the standard form of Chinese in which she was just about conversant, then in her parents’ Cantonese dialect and lastly in her own mother tongue, English.

Like many citizens of the former British colony, her family had transferred from Hong Kong to Vancouver just before the so-called “handover” from London’s control to that of Beijing. At the time, nobody knew how such change would occur, whether it would be peaceful or chaotic, and Canada had become a safe haven thanks to a fast-track economic provision in the country’s immigration laws, hastily passed to welcome exactly the kind of investment prospects that her family represented. All told, it was a disruptive move for the youthful Tse but it turned out to be the making of her career and despite her place of birth, she considered herself to be fully North American in language, culture and every other way.

After showing much early promise, she was transferred to the larger London office until, with karmic irony, she was eventually asked by Anders to return to her city of origin with a mandate to run all of East Asia. Only then, only once she’d become a ranking player in her own right, was he even interested in any other way—turned on, as he once said, by her “lust for achievement.” But while he definitely meant the phrase as a compliment, she was never totally sure whether to accept it as such.

Was this really what her life was all about she sometimes wondered? Making her year-end numbers to qualify for ever more vested options, then perhaps eventually a seat on the board? And if she survived all of that with her health intact, she could look forward to retirement in a house with chandeliers. It was the acceptable dream, the goal to which everyone must aspire, but for her it was all just a giant question mark because it was just so predictable. Yet here she was, still going through all the motions, not because of company commitment or even personal reward, but from some inner kinetic drive that made it simpler to continue at the same pace than to slow down or stop.

ZHAO 赵

Stalled in the endless congestion, Zhao began to feel ashamed of his own hubris. He’d been proud of his new vehicle and had chosen to indulge his sense of self-esteem but he was now paying the price, hemmed in on all sides as he tried to reach the central core. According to the digital clock on the dashboard, he had just a quarter-hour to make his scheduled appointment and as each minute ticked by, he was becoming ever more anxious. Unfortunately, there was little he could do except call ahead and leave an apologetic message for his client at the hotel.

Around him were the older apartment blocks and blighted discount stores typical of the area, while across the street was a large construction site, fenced by a panoramic illustration of what the finished condominium project would look like. The artist, whoever he was, had undoubtedly been inspired by the propaganda posters of old, with wholesome couples strolling amidst verdant shrubbery, backed by a sky of mythical blue. In reality, however, the only suggestion of nature on this jammed thoroughfare was the line of stark tree trunks, still bare from winter, which grew eight or nine stories from the pavement and served as housing to a raucous mass of crows.

These giant fowl, so endemic to Beijing, had always been likened to a spirit of malevolence in Chinese mythology, as evidenced by the well-known proverb “all crows are equally black,” in which crows were equated to officialdom, while black was the color of evil. Although the expression originated back in the Qing dynasty, it was still perceived as relevant in the current era, especially when applied to the Party elite and their acolytes whose corrupt influence affected every aspect of daily life.

It meant that if Zhao’s own self-image was that of the dutiful ox, then the permanent ruling regime could easily be visualized as the crows circling above, making their noise and casting their shadows while the beast of burden tries to stand his ground and plow his furrows. Should he ever stumble, they would undoubtedly be upon him in an instant, feeding on the carrion until his carcass was stripped to the bone.

These were the kind of gruesome images his mind sometimes conjured up when he was discouraged and he was almost glad when they were interrupted by something as mundane as the traffic ahead of him starting to move. Traveling like this had been a mistake and Zhao was beginning to wonder if car ownership, for so long his goal, was as great a symbol of success as he’d always believed.

That was when his cell rang. He was concerned that it might be his client demanding to know how much progress he’d made but it wasn’t Anders. It was Zhao’s wife, calling long distance. He hadn’t spoken to her, or to their fourteen-year-old daughter, in over a week but he was pleased to hear her voice. They’d been living separate lives for a long time, not out of choice but necessity, for the sake of income, which had been an ongoing struggle throughout his life.

Back when he was no older than his current tenants, he taught himself rudimentary language skills from purloined Hollywood videos and passed himself off as a fluent interpreter to recruiting agents who knew no better. When the opportunity finally arose, Zhao grabbed it gratefully, traveling northeast to the industrial town of Changchun. The position was to help German expatriates at a new car plant communicate with their Chinese counterparts, because while most of the foreigners had a basic grasp of English, the locals understood not a word—which was fortunate in regard to Zhao’s own capabilities. As the man in the middle of such language dysfunction, his own deficiencies were not obvious and with his affable, accommodating personality, he soon became a favorite on both sides of the cultural divide.

It was at about that stage when he met the young woman who would become his wife. As a native of that city, she too found it cold and depressing but they looked to have a future together when she announced one morning that she’d been to the doctor and her suspicions were confirmed. She had a new life inside of her. It was perhaps the greatest moment that Zhao had ever experienced but the good news was short-lived. The marketing division to which he’d been assigned was transferring its operations to Beijing at about the same time that his wife’s mother became sick, so with their respective responsibilities, the couple arranged a temporary split. It wouldn’t be long, they promised each other, but somehow their brief period apart was now almost a decade.

In theory, Zhao could have returned to Changchun at any point but there was less work available for him there, so he remained here in his own hometown of Beijing where prospects were better—so good, in fact, that he quit his company job in order to take on more lucrative freelance projects in the hope that this might bring the family back together sooner.

As an entrepreneurial endeavor, it was a bold move with a great deal of potential, yet it also proved to be a less stable source of income, which didn’t sit well with his ox-like sense of responsibility and why he ultimately decided to take in young tenants. It meant he now had a well-earned reputation plus a certain degree of security but sadly, wistfully, he was still six hundred miles from the people he loved and no closer to getting them back.

“How’s the new car?” his wife was asking him.

He thought about telling her what she wanted to hear, that it was wonderful, that people were very impressed, but he was too honest for that. “Not as much fun as I thought it was going to be,” he confessed.

“Maybe you should drive it up here so we can all take a ride in it.”

“All the way to Changchun?”

“Why not?”

“Well, for one thing, there’s my work here.”

“Take a few days off.”

“A few days? How can I do that? Work is work. Nobody pays me for vacations.”

At that, there was a period of silence on the line because there was no possible answer she could offer. “How’s it going in the city?” she asked him eventually. “Are the students still demonstrating?”

“Maybe. Probably. I mean, Liang and Chen were just getting ready as I was leaving this morning. I believe that’s where they’re going.”

“You know what your daughter said yesterday? She said that if she were there, she’d be going out with them to protest the pollution.”

“I hope you told her what you thought of that idea.”

“She thinks it’s glamorous what they’re doing.”

“Tell her it’s not glamorous at all, it’s . . . it’s crazy.”

“Why would I do that? Why start an argument? I just told her she’s not there, so it’s not possible.”

There was another long pause as he tried to imagine what he would say to his daughter if he were up there right now. It made him realize that he’d probably just end up quarreling with her, which contrasted vividly with the tranquil prudence of his wife.

He was still holding the phone when the blur of tears came to his eyes, causing the red taillights ahead of him to dissolve within their own pools of color. For the most part, he’d learned to tolerate the painful loneliness of his existence but these random moments of emotion seemed to be happening more frequently as he entered his middle years and sometimes they were simply beyond his control.

LIANG 梁

Some people were contrarian by nature, their sole task in life being to challenge the status quo, to rail against authority just because it existed, but Liang was not one of them. Her live-in partner, Chen, might have that kind of mentality but she most certainly did not and she’d only agreed to go along with him because she sincerely believed that this state of environmental degradation could not continue.

Beijing was bad but her home province, neighboring Hebei, was far worse. Many communities there had come to be known as “cancer villages” due to the extent of that lethal affliction and the high rate of premature death. The soil was contaminated by chemicals and there were no longer any earthworms to keep it organically productive. Many of the lakes and rivers on which they depended glowed green with algae because effluence was dumped in raw, turning all fish, livestock and crops noxious. And she’d heard it was the same in many other parts of the country. Even the great Yangtze River, where Mao once swam, was
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