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Part One

Da Long Village

China, 1978








  
  Chapter one
Hooks


It is a place of staggering beauty, this spot tucked away in the middle of nowhere at the heart of the Middle Kingdom. The land is rich with the darkest of soil and, at the right time of year, the hills are thickly carpeted with greenery so bold that the land seems to cry with life. However, for the men and women who dot this landscape with their hard-fought lives, knowledge of the land’s capriciousness in delivering good fortune renders the image less vibrant.  
In between the fields, outlined by irrigation canals furrowed by hand, wooden shacks protrude from the land. They lean this way and that, lacking any sense of fortitude; not one stands straight. When heavy rains flood the fields, the people of this land dare not complain that their leaky roofs leave them drenched to the bone. They humbly accept that these meekest of shelters, while unable to keep them dry, allow them to stay put, sparing the mud beneath them from softening to silt that might carry them away. The walls bear hooks that serve to pin all that these families own—collections of pots and hoes, plastic bags filled with roughly folded clothes and worn slippers, quilted coats, and sacks of rice—to their place on the land. Without these rains, life would be lost. The tiny rice seedlings, each one transplanted by hand to its spot in a row of these carefully tilled fields, would be lost. 
The children of the land are not told stories of mythical monsters. Rather, they are regaled with the horrors of a famine that once stripped this land bare. Their nightmares are filled with the howl of empty bellies, and their daydreams soaked with abundant rains that fall as rice grains into an eternally filled bowl. 
Squinting to avoid the glare of a brilliant harvest sun, if one focused on the dark dots scattered on the fields, one would come upon Fang Lei, bent over at the waist and knee deep in water cold enough to leave her feet numb. She is surrounded by others similarly disposed; human hooks stuck in the soft earth. 



“Hurry up! Cut faster!” Fang Bo spat as he talked to his young wife. “Get your stems tied up quickly. I want to catch up with the others.” Bo stared after Pang and Shu as they waddled their way through the field, their full bodies wading steadily through the muddied water. Pang, nicknamed since boyhood with the common word for fat, was hampered neither by his corpulence nor by the considerable weight of the bundled rice stalks that he carried on one shoulder. Shu, Pang’s younger brother, was smaller but no less robust than Pang, and waded stride for stride with him. 
Bo’s stomach churned at the thought of food. He was hungry and dreaded the long walk from the field to the Farmer Master’s house. A thin strip of a man, Bo could only manage half the haul of either Pang or Shu. He would have to face the embarrassment of having his day’s meager work weighed on the farmer master’s scale, then stretch his hand out to receive half the wage collected by each of the brothers.  
This was no fault of his own. As a boy, Bo had not had a belly filled up on the ill-gotten rewards of a mother who curried favor with the Party leaders, whoring herself for extra rations of sugar and white pork fat. Bo had swallowed hard on the saliva that pooled in his mouth when, on his daily walk to school with the pudgy pair, the glistening ring of animal oil smeared around their mouths and the smell of the pork fat on their breaths teased at his stomach. The thought of it now still soured him.
“You are so slow. You will do nothing but cost us our dinner. I don’t want to wait around.” He kept his eyes on the brothers, on their backs stained with sweat, watching them move further from him. Bo didn’t look at Lei when he spoke. “I will not wait for you.”



Lei did not take her eyes off Bo, though he did not know this. She was careful to keep her head bowed to her work, studying his face from under the brim of her hat. His words did not turn her this way or that, and neither did her heart jump nor strain at his harshness, simply for the fact that she did not yet know him. She searched his face for clues. Its smallness and tightness reminded her of a clenched fist. His dark eyes were so black, absorbing almost all the light even on this brightest of days. She hoped there was a softness hidden behind them that she could not see. She had looked for this same softness on the night of their wedding, but the moon had been shuttered out of his hut so completely that not a ray of light had fallen across his face. She had become a woman in complete darkness with a man who was invisible to her. 
Lei reached her left hand deep into the chilly water. She focused on clutching a fistful of stems tightly and did not let her mind indulge in thoughts of what else might lie beneath the surface. In her right hand, she wielded a small sickle with a short wooden handle and a blade blunted from a full day’s labor. She worked the blade against the stems, hacking repeatedly and using her full bodyweight to compensate for its dullness. The tension on the grasped rice stalks slackened as they were successfully hewn. Never loosening her grip, Lei deftly pulled the newly released bundle of stems out from beneath the water while hooking the sickle by its blade through a leather loop that hung from the rope belt around her waist. She had several pre-cut lengths of this same caliber of rope in her pocket, three of which she now used to tie up her bundle, starting with the stiff, green root ends and working her way up towards the golden crowns. Lei’s face and body were moist with sweat even as her hands stiffened from their time in the icy water. She ran her hands softly over the rice crowns, grateful for the weight of their studded golden tassels. Each of these studs represented the plant’s seeds. Seeds that, after many more days of nurturing, would release soft, tender grains of rice. 
“What are you doing?” Bo barked. 
“I am finished now,” Lei answered softly. 
Bo started off across the field, carrying his load with some difficulty, not looking back at her even once. She supposed he didn’t need to as she was following right behind him, carrying a load equal in size to his own. She was close enough to hear his heavy breathing and the grunts he let out every few steps as he readjusted his slipping load upwards and back onto the scrawny ridge of his shoulder. The knobs of his spine protruded through the woven cloth of his shirt, and she wondered what they would feel like if she ran her fingers over them. She hadn’t touched them once in their time together and wondered whether he might like it if she did.
The road to the farmer master’s home had been no more than a widened dirt path in years prior. Now, it was paved. As the field workers emerged from the rice paddies onto the road, they used their bare feet to rummage through a mound of dusty canvas slippers. Though identical in style and cheapness, the shoes were easily sorted. The men’s were solid in color, while the women’s, fabricated from patterned canvas, were marginally embellished. Lei slipped her muddied feet into a well-worn pair of purple-striped slippers. She placed her bundle on the ground and quickly ran her hands over her bare calves and shins, feeling for leeches. She collected her bundle, balanced its weight securely on her shoulder and followed her husband as he trudged in front of her, walking only on the dirt edges at the side of the road. 
Just as Bo said, he had not waited for her and was now chatting loudly with several other men from the village. Lei could have caught up with him but did not. From behind her came the giggles of young women. She hoped that, if she slowed down enough, the women would draw level with her and absorb her into their conversation. She missed the sound of her own laughter. 
Twenty-three days ago, she had been unmarried. She had still been Little Sister, who curled up nightly at the end of her mother’s bed and rubbed her mother’s feet before sleeping. Now her mother would sleep alone, a two-day walk from here. Lei thought of her mother’s feet, their cold, bony smoothness no longer warmed by her hands; she felt the weight of her load and readjusted it on her shoulder. She hoped that each foot would be warmed by the other and that, with enough mutual rubbing, they would produce heat.
“Fang Lei, why are you not up next to your husband? Is Fang Bo already making you an unhappy wife?” Two village girls had indeed caught up to Lei and snickered as they teased her.  
Lei recognized them as the unmarried sisters. That’s how Bo had introduced them on the day she and he had married. The teenage sisters had come over to Bo’s hut carrying plastic mugs and expecting a share of the wedding day libations. They had worn the same field clothes they wore now. Patches of dried mud had dotted their faces and arms, and black semicircles of dirt lay encrusted under their fingernails. At the time, Lei had wondered whether they were unmarried because they were unwashed, or was it the other way around? As she looked at them now, she concluded that they had never washed properly. They were not made uncomfortable by being dirty, just like the sow that her father had kept throughout her childhood. They were creatures happy being muddied.
The unmarried sisters had each received a meager inch of warm wedding beer right at the threshold of Bo’s shack. It had disappeared in an instant, downed in two noiseless swallows, and then so had they. Neither put forth her mug for a second serving, and Bo did not offer such. They hadn’t spoken to Lei, who had been offered only boiled water for sipping. 
Now they spoke to her. “Maybe his small chicken is too skinny for a big girl like you,” one said. The sisters laughed in unison, kicking up dirt as they dragged their feet. Their legs were spare. If each girl were to have her legs bundled like rice stems, the width of the bundle would match the girth of her square hips, as neither sister carried an extra finger’s worth of flesh. Their torsos ran seamlessly from their hips, with no indentation to mark exactly where their rope belts should cinch. Their faces were long and loose, as if the bones were arranged so as not to close their jaws properly. 
They were not pretty.
None of this bothered Lei. She smiled weakly, unsure if their comment was meant to embarrass her. She was careful not to show her teeth, which were big, white, straight, and lay like two perfectly strung strands of oversized pearls in her mouth. The marriage broker had described them as Lei’s most beautiful features and saw them as a selling point to compensate for her broad stature and lack of fair skin. 
One night, not so long ago, Lei’s mother, during her nightly foot massage, had warned her daughter not to show her teeth. “Don’t open your mouth too wide. Others will be jealous of your smallest of fortunes.” She told Lei that she was sorry that her only daughter had not gotten her small, delicate feet and fine features, but rather had the strong body of her father. Lei’s fingers had traced the long bones of her mother’s feet, following each down to the tip of a toe. Each toe was long with a soft pad at its end. As she did this, she wiggled her own toes and, without seeing them, lamented their short thickness. Lei’s feet were solid and laid flat against the earth, touching it at all points. Her mother had told her that they needed to be that way to hold up her wide, fleshy hips, her too-full chest, and her broad shoulders. 
For the first time since coming out of the fields, Lei felt the weight of the bundled stems on her shoulders and was ashamed that they did not feel heavier.
The unmarried sisters’ laughter poured out over yellow, crooked teeth. They did not try to hide them. Lei pressed her lips firmly together as the girls walked right by her. She looked down the road, focusing first on the sisters’ backs, and then searching beyond them to whatever lay ahead. 






  
  Chapter two
Blood Oranges


The great balls of the sky had switched places by the time the young couple arrived home. Lei admired the full roundness of the crimson moon as it rose slowly, climbing ever higher into the night. Bo seemed not to notice the moon. He walked in its light and played with the coins in his pocket. He turned them over and over in his hand, clinking them against one another, as if enjoying their weight. Lei’s pockets held nothing of interest, only leftover cuts of rope saved for the next workday.    
As the moon reached its zenith, Lei was reminded of the precious blood orange her father had once brought home to share with his children. It was so beautiful that Lei had pleaded with him not to cut it open. It seemed somehow cruel. Her brothers had laughed at her, scoffing that she was scared, for everyone knew how the flesh of the fruit had gotten its color. 
According to legend, there had once been a witch who, wanting to destroy her unfaithful lover, turned her bitterness into a toxin that coursed through her body and polluted her blood. Over months, she used leeches, plucked from the waters of the rice fields, to bleed herself. After allowing the slugs to engorge themselves on her poisonous blood, she slit each one lengthwise and drained it of its last meal. The old hag then took to the sky and sprinkled the orange groves with her toxic blood, gleefully harvesting the poisonous fruits that were borne. Upon eating these poisoned blood oranges, her lover met his death in a fit of vigorous convulsions.  
Lei’s three brothers had pretended to convulse around her as they teased her for foolish fears. Her father had commanded the boys to be still as he fastidiously cut the single orange into thin wedges. The juice of the fruit had been so fragrant that the children immediately stilled themselves and collectively inhaled deeply. Lei’s father had then carefully selected the largest wedge to give to his only daughter. 
“Call me when you have prepared the washing water.” Bo’s voice trailed behind him as he entered the hut, tossing a bucket out the door and onto the ground by Lei’s feet. He closed the door tightly, leaving Lei by herself. 
She collected the wooden bucket, made her way down to the village well, and pumped until the bucket was heavy. She kept her eyes on the moon the entire time and imagined that her parents and brothers might be doing the same. Upon returning to the shack, Lei carefully transferred the water into an iron pot. She warmed the water on an outdoor stove whose small fire she kept alive by sparingly adding dried twigs and straw to the flames, using only what was necessary to coax the water to a touchable warmth.
When the water was ready, Lei knocked softly on the door. Bo emerged with a small, rough rag, which he hastily dipped into the water. He scrubbed clean first his face and then his hands. He dipped the rag again into the bucket, carelessly losing some of the warm water to splashes as he scoured his thin neck and his even thinner arms and legs. Lastly, he slipped the rag down the front of his pants and then further down into the cleft of his backside. The only sound that filled the space between the husband and wife was that of cloth rubbing on flesh. When Bo finished, he tossed the rag into the bucket and nodded at his wife. 
“Clean up quickly and come inside so we can eat.” 
Lei reached for the rag. The water had already turned cold.
When Lei entered the hut moments later, all its remaining residents were already seated around the small, makeshift table placed at the center of the single-room abode. Lei squeezed in next to her husband, their legs touching. The corners of her pressed-close mouth turned upwards when Bo did not pull away from her. The nutty smell of cooked rice and the robust odor of garlic-seasoned vegetables relaxed the muscles of her body, making her grateful to have reached the end of the day. The unmistakably musky and pungent scent of a boiled egg made her mouth water. It sat shelled, but whole, in a small bowl with a dash of black fermented sauce staining its gleaming whiteness. It was the first one she had seen since coming to this new home. 
“Aiyah! Finally, we start. Do not tell me if the food is cold. If it is so, it is because your wife takes too long to clean herself.” Fang MaMa’s slight, though spoken to her son, bit into Lei. Intense heat rose up into her face. Both Bo and his sister, MeiLin, who sat across from Lei, kept their heads low. Though they seemed not to move, Lei saw the muscles of MeiLin’s lower face tense, suppressing a smile. 
The older woman, on her feet, curved her body over the table, apportioning the food into the four identical bowls placed in front of each diner. Her hands, though bony and gnarled, authoritatively worked a single sharp-edged, metal spatula in such a way as to make clear that hers was the only hand permitted to wield it. First, the rice was scooped and plopped down into each bowl. Not a single brown grain was spared; Fang MaMa scraped the spatula’s flat surface against the edge of each bowl, dislodging any grains that might have been stuck to it. The greens were similarly dispensed. 
Each serving fated for Bo’s bowl was bigger and heavier than the rest; Fang MaMa dug deeper into the pots of food to portion out her son’s fill. Lei waited patiently for the egg to be sectioned. Her own father had always received the biggest share of every family meal she had ever witnessed, and as Bo was the only male in her new home, she knew this was his unspoken right. Fang MaMa sliced the egg in half. Lei marveled at its perfection. The two halves sat perfectly even with one another, and their soft, golden centers were silky. Without a moment’s hesitation, Fang MaMa lifted both halves and placed them atop the small mountain of food peeking out from Bo’s bowl. She then sat and bowed her head to her son. 
“MaMa, we can all eat.” Bo’s voice came out in a soft mumble that barely moved the air in front of his lips and similarly did not move his mother.
“I don't want it.” Fang MaMa looked at the egg with an almost genuine disgust. “Anyway, don’t be stupid. You need all the energy. If you fail, we all fail. We owe everything on this table to your hard work.” She did not look at Lei.  
The pull of coins within his thin cotton pockets tugged at Bo, as did the sudden knowledge that more than half of their weight was the result of Lei’s labor. Using his chopsticks, he sectioned one of the egg halves in half again. He then deftly denuded one of the egg quarters of its golden yellow yolk crescent and placed it to the side of his bowl. He picked up the now languid sliver of egg white and placed it in Lei’s bowl. Lei thanked him without thinking, forcing her eyes not to look at the small piece of yolk that he had left in his bowl. 
“Stupid boy!” Fang MaMa snorted, casting an unmasked look of anger at Lei.



On the day that Lei had learned that she was to be married to a man she did not know, aside from having glanced at him once at the Hundred Village market, her mother had talked for the first time ever of love. They were squatted outside their home, working through a pile of garlic chives, stripping the rotten strands from the still edible aromatic shoots. 
“Lei, you are my only daughter, and I hope you have learned from me how it is to be a woman who honors her ancestors. A true woman is never soured by hardship or sweetened by fancy because she knows how to recognize love.”  
Wide-eyed, Lei had waited for her mother to say more, searching her face for guidance. The words made her uncomfortable, for they were unlike any she had heard before. Theirs was a language of practicalities, of mending things torn, of cooking things grown, of washing things dirtied. This new language of love and hardship and things of fancy caused her belly to clench. How could she have lived long enough to be leaving home, to be married, and yet not know of these things that now seemed sacred? Her mother gathered the greens and had handed them to Lei for washing. 
Now, as she sat at her husband’s table, she wondered if this shiny sliver of white that glistened in her bowl was that thing that she, as a woman, was supposed to recognize? She pressed her thigh a little harder against Bo’s.

Bo focused his gaze on the face of his sister, who sat across from him; if he noticed Lei’s gesture, he did not make it known. As if she could feel Bo looking at her, MeiLin raised her eyes, and the two siblings were momentarily transfixed. Her head was perfectly egg-like; her hair was pulled back revealing the roundness of her skull and the soft slopes that formed a perfect point at her chin. Her skin matched in color and smoothness the pieces of albumin that sat in Bo and Lei’s bowls. When the brother admired the face of his sister, which he did often as it brought him a pleasure that verged on wrong, he saw with pride a beautiful version of his own. The face now pulled at his heart in much the same way that the coins in his pocket had pulled at his conscience just moments earlier. Without hesitation or fuss, he took the whole unblemished half egg that remained in his bowl and placed it, yolk and all, into hers. 
Fang MaMa said nothing.
Bo did not consider how his actions would affect his young bride. He could not know that, just moments earlier, there had been a space in Lei’s stomach that hungered to be filled. Now it was full. As Bo had transferred the half egg to MeiLin, the lightness and warmth that had puffed up Lei’s chest had transformed into a hard, heavy stone that fell deep into the pit of her belly. MeiLin gave her brother an ingratiating smile. Lei looked at the two women across from her, one old and one young, each with faces identical to her husband’s and, for the first time since becoming a wife, she wanted to sob. 
“Pang and Shu are ready to be married.” Fang MaMa shared the news with food still in her mouth. A few grains of rice flew forward from between her lips and landed on the table. “Their whore of a mother is telling everyone she has enough money saved to buy them worthy brides.” She pressed at the grains on the table with the pad of her index finger, lifting them to her mouth. 
A burp rose from Bo’s stomach, and he tasted acid at the back of his mouth. “She will need to spend greatly to get those oily pigs wives. They are brutes. What type of woman would give herself to those types of men?”
“Don’t be foolish. They may not have your shrewdness, but they are good workers. Their mother will manage their earnings well. Any woman will lie beneath a man’s weight if some of it is made up by coins.” Fang MaMa looked at Lei and sucked on her teeth. “The money will not be needed to entice their wives; it will go towards how pretty they will be.” She spoke in conclusions. She did not invite discussion. Lei kept her head down, picking at the food in her bowl. She did not touch the egg white.
Fang MaMa continued, “They will have fine-boned, delicate wives. They have the money for such.” 
Bo saw his mother look sideways at MeiLin, who had not uttered one word during the entire meal. She worked her chopsticks elegantly between her long fingers, eating methodically. Each mouthful of food was carefully composed. First, she placed a small mound of rice in the side of her mouth and held it there without chewing. Next, she added a pinch of garlicky greens and a morsel of egg to the rice in her mouth, and only then did she chew, as if slowly savoring the combining flavors. Her thin cheeks ballooned out slightly, reminding Bo of the small field mice he used to capture when he was a boy. He liked to feed them little clumps of rice saved just for this purpose and would watch the movement of their pouched cheeks as they ate. 
“They are uncouth and rough. Only the most mercenary of families would allow their daughters to marry into such corruption and filth.” Bo huffed the words out, filled with air. Fang MaMa, lifting her bowl to her lips and using her chopsticks to shovel the remains of her meal into her mouth, said nothing. 
That evening in their bed, curtained off in a corner of the hut by an old, dirty sheet, Bo climbed on top of Lei and made his way inside of her. Pressed next to each other, entwined into a ball that rocked noisily back and forth, neither husband nor wife was in the present. Bo was thinking of the harvesting season that lay ahead of him, and Lei could think only of her past. 
Bo calculated how much money would be earned from this season’s labor. Bitterly, he then figured out how much would remain after paying taxes back to the Farmer Master, for the same Farmer Master who paid him his laborer’s wage also held the post of village tax collector. If all went well, there would be enough to start building a new home, one in which MeiLin would stay until she was ready to be married. Of course, this would require Fang MaMa to be satisfied with the new home. It would need to be built from brick rather than wood, and have a small indoor kitchen, as well as a covered outhouse; these were luxuries that Bo saw as necessary to his future.
A man’s wealth was measured by the beauty of his wife, the amenities of his house, and the manliness of his sons. His wife’s bride price had been counted in cartons of cigarettes and a clutch of eggs; that was all that Fang MaMa told Bo they could afford. Lei had been sold as physically strong and ready to work, with a healthy set of teeth, much in the same way that a cow would be advertised to the Farmer Master during breeding season. For Bo, Lei was not part of his wealth but rather a means to it. He pumped rougher and harder into her, causing her to let out a small cry. 



Bo rolled off Lei and turned his back to her. The sound of her own voice had startled Lei and pulled her mind back from thoughts of her family and of her childhood. She longed for the shouting voices of her brothers running in and out of the house and for the smell of their sweat after a day of working alongside their father in the fields. She saw her mother sitting in the sun, outside their home, scrubbing clothes in a washbasin, her hands glistening as they wrung dirt in brown squirts from the well-worn cloth. She felt the heat of her father’s lap, where she had sat as a girl and listened to stories about the land and thought again of the blood orange that he had shared so carefully with each of his children. Her father had shared everything with each of them, from stories, to fruit, to his own anger. He had beaten his wife and each of the children, but never unevenly or with such harshness as to leave a mark, and only when beer had reddened his face. This sharing had let them know that they were each part of a whole, the whole that was their family. 
Bo had not struck Lei once since she had become his wife, and yet her body ached as she thought of the egg white stripped of its yolk. She did not know what to make of this man who lay so close to her and moved inside of her and yet seemed not to see her. Was this love? She did not know. Fang MaMa’s snoring grew louder from the other side of the hut, rumbling through the darkness. Bo was Lei’s husband, and she now belonged to him, to Fang MaMa and to MeiLin. She reached out in the darkness and ran her fingers over Bo’s knobby spine. He did not move.






  
  Chapter three
The Farmer Master


The second floor of Farmer Master Wang’s home was the highest human-made point in Da Long Village, a fact that was known far and wide and most intimately by the Farmer Master himself. Standing in front of his second-floor window, with the wet heat of the day rising around him, the Farmer Master relished his distance from the ground. His breathing, deep and slow, was momentarily paced by his sense of satisfaction.  
The land was rich with rice-to-be, though not his by sweat or toil; the grain was effectively his by way of control. The right to own one's spot of earth had washed away decades ago on the wave of revolution, when the Farmer Master's father had still been a young man. And while the letter of the law had made all Chinese equal, it could not erase the inherent inequalities of cunning. Cunning, the Farmer Master had inherited in spades from the older Wang. From this inequality, all riches had flowed, including the title of master, control of the land and, most important, control of the people hooked into it. The Farmer Master enjoyed pressing down on the people—of course, all in the name of The Party and beloved country—and squeezing toil from their muscles. 
One of the brown dots working in the fields straightened up and called out to him, “Farmer Master, the workers will soon be ready for the day's weigh-in.” 
Wang nodded, enjoying the sound of this honorific as it reached his ears. His family name had long been subsumed into this ultimate title, and there were only two people who called him by anything different. AnRan, his wife, called him “husband”; she had done so from the first day they met, as it was on that same day they had wed. Their son, Jiang, called him “BaBa” if there was ever reason for the boy to address his father directly, though such occasions were rare. The son usually took the posture of silent listener and nothing more; Wang rarely invited the boy into conversation. 
“Have everything ready for me,” Wang called out over the field and waited as all the dots turned their heads upwards and acknowledged his instructions. 
The lower edge of the second-floor window, which ran two meters wide by one meter in height, was exactly four meters from the ground. It was the only window on the home's second floor visible from the fields, and the workers referred to it as the Eagle’s Eye. They were so aware of the Farmer Master's almost perpetual presence at the window's center that, when they made any type of mistake, they shuddered for fear of him seeing. If a few rice stems came loose from a large bundle that one of them was struggling to secure, the worker would immediately look up to the window, fearing their error had been noted. Experience of the physical world and of human limits should have let them know that a person's eyes, more than a field's length away, could not possibly see the details of the work at the level of their hands hovering so close above the earth. Yet, they lived convinced of the opposite. It was Wang’s practice to scrutinize each worker’s harvest for damaged, seedless rice stems and to scold his laborers for poorly tied bundles that implied stems lost along the way. The Farmer Master alone determined each worker’s earnings at the end of each day, and it was his practice to dock any worker for such waste.
Presently, Wang moved away from the window and took a seat behind his enormous desk. His back was now to the window and, as demanded by Feng Shui, his face looked directly upon the room's entryway. Polished to a high sheen, the desk was crafted from high-quality wood with a black lacquer finish and embellished with inlaid mother-of-pearl in the form of figures, flowers, and birds. The desk had never seen a moment of neglect, and its exact age was hard to discern. It had been, to the older Wang, like a faithful servant with its hidden drawers and secret compartments securing all manner of riches and contraband. The Farmer Master enjoyed the firm smoothness of its surface and lovingly ran his fingers over its top.  
In his father's day, when such items were seen as anti-revolutionary and bourgeois, the desk had been trussed in a tarp and hidden in a corner of the house, disguised as junk, behind an accumulation of worthless items, including a collection of brooms and buckets and a pile of empty rice sacks. Rather than destroy it, as would have been commanded by the rhetoric mill in Beijing, the older Wang had known that the day would come when ideology would curve back around, and when the cause of country would demand that prosperity be back on display. The Farmer Master was glad that he lived now, for indeed it was such a time. 
Despite Wang's own youth having neither been wrapped in polished silks nor having had him sipping heady beverages from fluted glasses, he had still inherited his father's sense of entitlement. It took a crasser form than that of his father, who had taken care to wrap his ambition in the then-mandated language of communal patriotism. The older Wang had a gifted tongue and spoke the patriotic language with such eloquence, despite his ambivalence, that he was appointed Da Long Village Cadre. Vested with the authority to collect both the village taxes and the state-mandated quota of precious grain, the older Wang found ways to compensate himself for his patriotism.
Now, new leaders in the capital brought with them the winds of change, and the Four Modernizations of Agriculture, Industry, Science, and Defense slowly blew into the heartland. The Party ideology shifted. With hints of capitalism wafting into the country and the right to profit from one’s labor becoming politically fashionable, the previous ideal of economic collectivization lost its luster. The young Farmer Master, having learned from his father, publicly donned the cloak of Party loyalist and was appointed to the newly created role of township leader. He was charged with collecting the Party’s share of the township’s prosperity and overseeing land leases. Such responsibilities, handled in just the right way, held the promise of substantial self-enrichment. The Farmer Master took his father's ill-gotten gains and stitched together a sizeable swathe of leased land plots. Finding laborers was easy. He took advantage of the villagers, most of whom did not have coins enough to seed lots or cultivate harvests of their own. Every inch of land seen from the Eagle’s Eye was effectively under Wang’s control, and every belly working the land was filled at his discretion.
Seated, the Farmer Master could see out and over the balcony railing framing the two-story square atrium that hollowed out the center of his home. Each side of the square balcony gave rise to a square room of identical size. If sky-borne and looking down on the house, one would note that the four rooms lined up with the cardinal points on a compass. 
The Eagle's Eye was to the south, and directly to the north, across the atrium, was the bedroom shared by Wang and AnRan. The rooms had been set up this way from the time that the house had been built by the senior Wang. The ancestors believed that from the south came money and physical strength, both needed for any farmer to prosper. Charm and passion flowed from the north, hopefully into the primary bedroom, allowing for children to be conceived. The room to the east, believed to be blessed with love and trust, belonged to Jiang, and the room to the west lay empty and untouched. With its westerly direction, representing endurance, the room was held in reserve by command of the Farmer Master, for his future, first-born grandson.      
No activity within the walls of the house went unrecognized by the Farmer Master. Every sound and smell was cataloged by his ears and nose.     
Wang sank into his chair and relaxed his lower back, closing his eyes and waiting. Pots clanged against the iron grate atop the stove. He drew a deep breath into his nose and held it there. The aroma of smoked pork sent a deep rumble across his belly. He stayed like this for a while, breathing deeply with his eyes closed and his belly dancing, temporarily lost from the fields. Slowly, a rhythmic, swishing sound crept into his head, growing louder, and the deep meatiness he had been enjoying gave way to a musty smell. Before he could be fully annoyed and push a curse across his lips, the swishing was drowned out by a persistent splashing and gurgling. Water crashing against the tile floor of the washroom across the atrium alerted him to his wife's nakedness, a state quickly confirmed by the whispering smell of rose, from her wash oils, that clung to the air. 
Cooking. Sweeping. Bathing. All activity was known to him.  
His wife's nakedness brought Wang forward in his chair and straightened his back. He reminded himself that the fact of her state of undress was little more than a signal that the close of the workday was drawing near. This was a matter of his will. To be distracted by thoughts of his wife's slender, flexible body and buried, delicate musk was shameful. It was not the time of day for fleshy pleasures; the thought repulsed him for its fundamental weakness. The clinking of coins inside the metal box that he had unknowingly started pushing back and forth across his desk, between his soft hands, focused him. He controlled his breathing and was relieved. The sound was heavy and deep, much like this year's rains. Wang closed his eyes tight and tried to close his nose to AnRan’s flowery fragrance. 
The splashing transformed in the darkness of Wang’s mind into an image of torrential rain; water pouring in sheets from the sky, filling every crevice on the earth's surface. First, the rain collected into irregular pools, and then it formed a solid, deep lake across the fields, a plane of coolness that cut through a blanket of warm air. This same rain, necessary for coaxing grain from the ground, put money into his box, but also turned the ground soft and clingy and made even the strongest of feet clumsy. Hauling the harvest to town along a road that swallowed all that strode or rolled upon it was costly. A smile, not a full one, turned the right corner of Wang's mouth. He again sank into his chair, unclenched his buttocks, and allowed himself to enjoy the fact that even the rain could be conquered by his will, wealth, and smarts. 
The road from the Farmer Master's house to the market was to be paved this year, after the harvest and in time for next year's. Though much would be gained by easing the passage of his crops from the fields to his scale and then onto the market, more would be gained from the fee that would be paid by every other farmer whose grain laden wheelbarrows and carts were pushed or pulled along the blackened hardness of “Wang's Way.” The dirt track there now was simply known as “that road.” “That road is too dark to find your way at night,” or “Search that road for fallen grain.” Wang intended for the nondescript nature of the path to end once his money and mind had been brought to bear upon it. His name would blow across the lips of Da Long's residents for generations to come. 
Reclining in his chair, Wang was suspended outside of himself, outside of this time and place, hovering somewhere in the future. He liked to do this, to disconnect from the present and travel to a time when his status and wealth were greater and more widely recognized.      
Piercing the afternoon and instantaneously stirring Wang to considerable irritation, the bleating utterances of a goat rose from just outside and below the window. Jiang was nearby. Everywhere the goat went, Wang's young son was sure to be close at hand, sharing his lunch with the animal and pulling softly on its beard.
"Pointless. Useless creature." To which of the two creatures, nestled in the cool crook between wall and dirt earth, Wang was referring was not entirely clear, even to himself. He went to the window, convincing himself of a need to clear his throat and conjuring in his mouth a sizeable wad of phlegm, and spat forcefully outside. The wetness landed just in front of the two friends.
"BaBa?"
"Son. What are you doing?"
"Small Snow and I are just resting. It's too bright and hot out here, and we are both thirsty."
"Have the housekeeper bring you some water. Why do you just sit there? Water will not spring from the tap into your mouth by magic. And as for the goat, he can find his own water. Get going and clean up for dinner."
"Yes, Baba."
Jiang pulled himself up and brushed the dirt from the seat of his pants, running his tongue over his chapped lips. He cocked his head to one side, counting in whispers the whole time, and looked straight at the goat as if waiting for the creature to blink. The goat watched him steadily and waited for Jiang to stroke its head. Jiang called out "thirty-four" and then obliged the creature before disappearing into the house. 
Wang pretended not to see any of this. Looking straight out over the fields, he focused on the line of men and women, shoulders sagging from their rice loads, making their way to his granary. 



The men and women knew better than to grow impatient waiting for the Farmer Master to come and dole out their earnings. He would come when he was ready, and they would simply wait for him. They held their loads, never placing the bundles on the ground for fear of crushing the yellow tassels and having part of their labor cast aside, labeled as "damaged." Their shirts scratchy and stiff with dried sweat, the men distracted themselves with mindless chatter, passing time sharing dirty jokes. The women jockeyed to join the conversation by offering up gossip.
"A third girl has left HeLu Village to go and sell herself in the city. HeLu's crop yield is so low this year that the parents had no choice but to push her out the door," scoffed one of the women, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “What times are these? Imagine. Young folk leaving their laojia, their hometowns and those of their ancestors, to work in the city. Bah! There’ll be no one left to look after either those who are long in years or the little ones.”
"Was she pretty?" asked one of the older men, wiggling his eyebrows up and down in mock interest.
"If you like sloping eyes. They say she's going to work in a factory, but what skills do you think she has?" The woman clucked her tongue. "She'll be working on her back before she ever sees the inside of a factory."
A particularly dirty-looking fellow snorted, "Well, if she's not pretty, then her yield there will be low too." 
The men’s laughter contorted their faces. 
"She's likely one of those who is best working after dark. They have a lot of that type over in HeLu." The women joined in the laughter, letting their bellies undulate back and forth, supposing that this somehow was a compliment to the women of Da Long village.
Their rumbling laughter lost its momentum, fizzling to nothing as the workers turned towards the call of the snowy white goat. With mouths tightly closed and eyes wide open, they sought out a sighting of the Farmer Master's son. Jiang and his companion trotted into the granary courtyard. The workers bowed their heads and mumbled in unison, "Good evening, Young Wang." They looked at Jiang and waited. The boy stared back and seemed startled to see the workers. He immediately began counting out loud, his voice quivering, “Seventy-three.” He looked to the goat as if waiting for instructions on what to do next. Seeming upset that his four-legged companion was voiceless, the boy looked back at the workers and spewed forth numbers even more vigorously.
"Strange." An anonymous whisper came from deep within the gathering of workers. Without any physical movement of the legs within it, the huddle moved slightly closer towards Jiang through a collective lean, as if to scrutinize him more carefully. 
The boy's numbers flowed forth like notes in a strange ballad, and he began to vibrate. Small Snow began bleating uncontrollably, matching the fervor of Jiang's numbers, and he beat his front hooves violently against the ground. Jiang's hands reached out in front of him, and his fingers pinched the air, their pads thumping against each other. 
The whole scene was spectacular. The workers stood absolutely still and silent, transfixed by the duo. 
The boy's nostrils flared as his eyes danced in his head, his voice piercing the thick air. "Fire. Fire. I can smell it." 
The workers pulled back and waited. They did not run or flee. They did not fearfully search for flames. They held tightly onto their bundles and let the scene unfold. 
Only one head swiveled back and forth on its sturdy neck, casting one set of eyes in hurried glances all about, keeping pace with a heart that raced with the fear of being burned. Da Long's newest bride looked to the drying shed to see if its precious rice sheaths, dried of all water and perfect for kindling, had caught fire. Instinctively, Lei knew better than to drop her bundle and had steadied her fleshy feet even as her knees had begun to wobble; however, she did not know that there was nothing to fear, that nothing needed her attention more than what was right in front of her. 
An agonizing screech ripped through the air and brought Lei's attention fully in line with that of all her motionless, soundless co-workers. She half expected to see the white goat with its throat slit, and for the smell of warm blood to curl up her nostrils, but, instead, the sharp acidic smell of urine cut through the air. The boy's slender, stiffened body thrashed violently against the ground while his head and neck arched back, seemingly tethered to the earth. All the muscles in the boy's neck and jaw and lips were pulled violently taut across their spans and his teeth, protruding and perfectly straight, shone with pure whiteness. 
Avoiding even the faintest hint of culpability for the boy and his plight, the workers watched, pushing back ever so slightly as rivulets of pale, yellow urine inched towards their feet. The goat continued to bleat loudly and to stomp frantically against the ground, launching insignificant dirt puffs into the air. 
Lei lowered her bundle carefully to the ground and, with the softest, "I'm sorry, please move aside," she began to wiggle forward through the mass of bodies toward the convulsing child. Frothy, white saliva ran down Jiang's face from the corners of his mouth to the hinge of his jaw. 
Lei's movement into the sweaty stillness of the villagers must have created an unexpected dilemma in each one of them—which strange creature to focus on? Master Wang's only child? A soft-life child who knew nothing of their hunger or aches, who was so apart from them as to flail like a fish out of their common water? Or should they scrutinize Bo's full-bodied, paddle-footed bride? 
Lei reached her trembling hand out in front of her. She wanted to place it on the child, to steady his thrashing, to rub her hands soothingly along the sides of his slender body. The goat, sensing her purpose, quieted ever so slightly. His bleating and hoof beating slowed to stutters. He, too, watched Lei expectantly.
Lei was moments from touching Jiang. She hesitated for a fraction of a second for fear of hurting him. Determined, she pushed her hand slowly toward the writhing boy. 
Suddenly, she was on the ground, clasping her neck and watching one of her purple slippers sail overhead. All the air in her body was trapped, unable to pass through her throat. Bo's hand had grasped tightly at the back of his wife's collar, cinching it tightly around her neck, and had pulled her down and backwards onto the dirt.
"You stupid woman." Bo's words thumped down on Lei’s head. As she struggled to suck air into her lungs, her body came back to life and moved ever so slowly. 
Jiang's body went still. 






  
  Chapter four
Long Worms


Water bubbled softly and steadily in the corner, where the old woman was squatting on the floor, rocking steadily on her bent-under legs. Her frail figure didn't turn to look at her husband, Old Doctor, but she listened intently to his chanting. His sounds came from deep within him as a low rumble sporadically punctuated by whispered words. These few words, barely decipherable and almost swallowed before becoming whole, served as instructions from the doctor to his elderly wife. 
"Dark root.” Old Doctor took a deep breath, put his chin to his chest, and paced in place. “Lotus powder. Yes. Lotus powder."  
As Old Doctor’s whispers floated over to her, his wife moved to the shelf crowded with jars of different sizes and shapes that were filled with all manner of things: pieces of tree bark, leaves both fresh and dried, berries, pickled animal parts, unctuous liquids, and other things not discernible through the layers of dust. Her little, claw-like hands authoritatively pulled down one jar at a time, picking from the lot of them with an implied certainty. Other whispers moved her in the direction of the large wooden trunk that sat beside her. She lifted the trunk lid open with one hand while rummaging through its contents with the other. Reading with her hands, she didn't bother to look inside, simply pulling forth little, folded paper parcels which she carefully opened to reveal dusty substances of various colors. Out of these jars and paper parcels were picked, poured, and pinched bits and pieces of this and that which, in turn, were placed in the small stone bowl on the floor between the old woman’s feet. Small amounts of boiling water were ladled into the bowl, and the old woman smashed the ingredients earnestly using a pestle, putting the weight of her body into the endeavor, rocking back and forth.
A pungent odor began to permeate the room, somehow finding its place in a space already cramped with mustiness.  
AnRan sat with her arms folded in front of her abdomen, nervously pinching each of her forearms. She pinched hard, willing her blood to move and her qi to flow. Old Doctor's soothing, soft voice made her lids heavy. Her eyes closed and mind open, the young woman wished to go back to the time, to four years earlier, when her uterus was swollen with the unborn Jiang. She wished not to be here right now with the out-in-the-world, pale Jiang laid out on the doctor’s examining table. Her son was outside of her but looked like he should be back inside, safe and swimming in her body, letting her absorb all his movements, big and small. Each action he had made inside of her had been so strong and certain; she had never questioned their nature or purpose. She had not dreamt that his energy would be unbalanced, that he would have too many movements without meaning or function. He had been born too quickly, falling out of her before he was ready, before her qi had flowed fully into him and balanced him. 
Now he was beyond her reach, beyond the power of her body to prepare him for this world. Now he depended on long worm, bark scrapings, and plant roots to bring him into balance, and on the knowledge of this old couple, who had never carried him, to pull him through this world. 
Outside, a baby was wailing loudly. A woman's voice hushed the child, “Shush now. Stop your crying. We are here to make you better." The sound of her steps, back and forth in front of the Old Doctor's door, signaled that another mother was waiting for her time with the old healer. 
AnRan squeezed her eyes shut. The smell of the tonic rising from between the old woman's feet caused bile to rise in her mouth and compelled her to pinch even harder at her arms.
Seated next to AnRan, the Farmer Master watched as his wife twisted the flesh of her arms over and over, turning it red and hot. He could see into the future when the redness would give way to pale, purple bruises. These small signs of penance, kneaded deep into her skin, would be visible only to him. He would stare at them as she lay next to him in their bed, her arms bare and not covered by the silk sleeves of a robe. He did not reach out now to stop her.  

      [image: image-placeholder]One hour away by foot, the high sun of midday shone without a single cloud to intervene between its heat and the earth. Lei's back, bruised and sore, was sticky with sweat. A basket of wet and only partially clean laundry sat at her feet, a knot of Bo's and Fang MaMa's clothing. Lei had spent the better part of the morning washing and hanging a week's worth of wears. Bo's work pants and his oversized shirt, once dark blue, were almost grey. The fabric, which had never been made to withstand real labor, was soiled with ground-in dirt. Fang MaMa's two cotton shifts, made of fabric similar in color but looser in weave, were lighter in weight. The woman's frail frame couldn't really support anything much heavier. 
As Lei had rubbed and kneaded the shifts in the washing water, the distinct smoky smell of the inside of their home had risen into the air. Lei now began to hang the laundry on the dry line already sagging under the weight of MeiLin's clothes. MeiLin's items had been washed first, separate from the rest of the laundry, with fresh water and honey locust soap balls; her garments were to be gently rubbed clean and pressed free of water, not twisted with force. Then they were hung immediately, spread out along the line without bunching, so to avoid wrinkling. Only after MeiLin's clothes were washed and hung were Bo's and Fang MaMa's clothes washed with the residual water and soap residue. This process had been outlined to Lei via a one-way communication from Fang MaMa to her. No instructions had been provided regarding the washing of Lei's own clothing. Wearing only her nightgown, Lei now submerged her own work garments into the remaining water which appeared dirtier than the clothing itself. She let her arms sink down into the water and enjoyed the creeping coolness of the waterline as it traveled up her forearms into the crooks of her elbows. 
The heat had pushed all other living creatures into the shade. The air stood still and not a sound came to Lei's ear except for Bo's low, sleepy grunts. He was slouched against the solitary tree that sat at the end of the muddy path connecting the house to the fields. The tree itself looked quite deprived of attention and its leaves drooped with thirst; it cast only sparse shade and Bo's legs extended out in front of him into the light. Lei watched Bo's belly rise and fall and thought he looked rather content in that moment. 
Her hand rubbed the part of her lower back that had landed hard against the ground when she last saw the Farmer Master's boy. She did not know what was wrong with the child, but knew she was not afraid of whatever it was that possessed him. She figured Bo had been scared, and that was why he had not wanted her to touch Jiang. The villagers had also stood by motionless and staring as the child had writhed and twisted. They, too, had been scared.
A puttering sound encroached on her thoughts. Lei looked to Bo, but he remained unchanged. His belly moved up and down in a rhythm that bore no relationship to the puttering which grew louder, coming from somewhere beyond her view. 
A small, motorized scooter appeared at the head of the path and started coming towards her, past Bo and the tree. Lei squinted the sun out of her eyes and made out a large figure atop the scooter—Pang, the fatter of the two brothers who worked the rice fields. He looked too big for the scooter.  
"Hello. Good afternoon." Pang struggled off the scooter, almost toppling the whole thing over as he brought one of his large legs behind him, over and across the seat. 
"Good afternoon." Lei wiped her hands on her nightgown and carefully gave the man a polite, close-lipped smile. 
"Who's here? Have you eaten? Are you full?" He spoke with a big open mouth and full voice, using this customary inquiry about food to show that his unexpected visit was a friendly and casual one, not necessarily one with a purpose. "Is MeiLin here?"
"What is this?” Bo had joined them. Awoken by the passing scooter and recognizing Pang's roundness, he had hastened up to the house and threw a limp wave of his hand towards the scooter. “Whose is it?”
Fang MaMa and MeiLin came out of the house to join them. MeiLin hung back, framed like a picture just inside the threshold of the door, out of the sun. Fang MaMa moved straight to the scooter, touching the handlebars and pinching the tires as if she possessed special knowledge about these types of machines. 
"How much?" She looked at MeiLin as she asked this question to make sure her daughter was listening for the answer. Then, turning to Pang, "Probably you paid too much. Too expensive." 
Bo pressed his lips hard and refrained from looking at anyone, angry that his mother had not felt the need to establish that the scooter actually belonged to Pang.
"Aiyah! You are probably right. I am not a skilled negotiator like you, Fang MaMa. It cost me the better part of a year's wage." Pang grinned off the old lady’s chiding, his hearing cast beyond her prattle to the soft breathing sounds of the youngest Fang.
"Too expensive. Foolishly expensive." Bo snorted and then cleared his throat loudly, drawing phlegm to his mouth and spitting it out at a spot not too far from the front tire. 
Lei cast her eyes to the ground, not wanting Bo to see her face reddened on his behalf. She looked at the spit on the ground and used her bare foot to brush dirt over the glistening wet spot. She smiled politely at Pang, acting as if this came naturally to her. A simple duty that any wife would do for a husband who had such a habit. 
Pang did not notice Bo or Lei. His round face, always the color of brick, made him look perpetually breathless, but his breath was steady, as was his gaze. He looked at MeiLin and was overwhelmed. He wanted to pick her up and fly away with her, and so he tried to do so, "I wanted to offer my good neighbors a ride. I thought someone might like to ride up Wang Road. The bike moves so quickly as to create a cooling wind." He paused, feigning to be offering the experience to everyone present and then, a little too quickly, "MeiLin?" 
MeiLin moved ever so slightly forward, allowing one pale, bare foot to cross the threshold of the door, out from the darkness and into the brightness of the midday, and cocked her head to one side. She took in the whole scene: Pang, sweating and staring, the scooter, new but already covered in fine earthy dust, MaMa and Bo calculating and Lei with lips pressed and wearing her nightgown in the middle of the day.  
"Don't be crazy, Pang. MeiLin cannot be out in this sun; her skin will become dark like dirt." Bo mounted the scooter. "Come. Take me down by Wang's Way. It is too damn hot out here.”
Lei rubbed her bare arms as she watched the scooter stutter away from the house, with Pang and Bo awkwardly balanced on top of it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Old Doctor whispered into the air, "The boy is hot with fright. He carries too much energy in him. This combination makes him quake.” He continued without noting where his words fell, knowing that AnRan and Little Wang—he silently noted that “Little Wang” was no longer so little and that he should try to remember to call him by his official title of Farmer Master—would be listening to his every word. “The quaking will break him over time. It must be quelled through cooling liquids and general calm. Feed the boy the tonic daily in the morning, cool his feet, and don't let excitement creep into his day or night. Let him pass time sitting in the fresh air. No more numbers or school studies for now." 
AnRan instinctively massaged Jiang’s shins, pressing them gently, letting her palms feel her son’s soft skin. Training her ears on Old Doctor’s voice, she absorbed every one of his instructions, committing the sour-smelling tonic ingredients to memory, all the while rubbing the healer’s words into her son’s legs.
The Farmer Master wiped his hand down the front of his face and momentarily pinched his nostrils. His shoulders sagged, ever-so-slightly, with Old Doctor’s last words. He did not question the old healer, who had been a close and trusted friend of his father’s. Wang pulled his back rigid and fixed his eyes on Jiang. 
The boy, his boy, was already too strange. 






  
  Chapter five
Eggs, Newspapers, and Slippers


"They will be together. I know it."  
"Aiyah! He's too fat for her. He will break her in half. "
"He's a man, fat or not, and he is ready to find a wife."
The whispers and giggles broke Lei’s concentration and gave her an excuse to pause. She took a deep breath and pulled herself straight, stiffly unfurling inch by inch. Fully extended, she now let out a full and heavy breath, dropping one arm loosely to her side and letting the other, knife firmly clutched in its hand, rest in the deep crook that had developed between her hip bone and her belly. Her head was hot and wet strips of hair clung to the edges of her face. She watched the clouds moving curiously above her with an energy much greater than her own, lending a greyness to the sky.
Lei turned her face in the direction of the gossiping voices and was not surprised to spot the sisters. Across the fields, scattered several meters apart, were small clusters of field workers. Each worker was hooked onto the earth, crouched low, head down and covered, hands lost beneath the water. They were remarkably similar. All of them gathering and cutting rice stems; all of them identical in their desire for the midday mealtime to be at hand and for their bellies to be full. 
Lei could now name every single hook on the horizon. Uniform as they looked, she recognized the uniqueness of each one. The gossiping sisters, with their angular, scrawny bodies stuck up and out from the earth like sparsely leaved tree saplings, the older one taller than her companion. They were Hong and Min, though Lei seldom heard their given names used in Da Long. Rather, the women comprised a pair of relativities: the older one and the younger one, the taller one and the shorter one, the ugly one and the uglier one, the one with more teeth and the one with fewer teeth. 
Further afield, Pang and Shu looked like two balls of slightly differing sizes bobbing up and down on a sea of rice. Up and down. Up and down. The brothers worked in harmony to tame the stalks, Pang gathering a large armful of stalks and Shu working to harness them and cut them free from the ground. "Up." Shu's voice triggered Pang to heave the bundle out of the water and place it on an ever-growing pile. Their shirts and pants, tight and darkened with water and sweat, clung to their forms, outlining their muscled shoulders and legs and the thickness of their torsos.
Not far over from the brothers, Lei smiled at the fuller form of the butcher's wife. Like little schoolboys who were too scared to dive into the pond and who simply fell forward straight-legged, Chang TaiTai had knees that refused to bend. "These knees are useless and cannot carry so much, so it’s a good thing I don't produce that much." She shared this thought daily during Lei's first harvesting season in Da Long. During lunch breaks, the hooks would straighten and move in unison towards the side of the road to rest while they ate. All the men and women sat with their legs folded either beneath or to the side of them, except for Chang TaiTai. She pushed her legs out right in front of her and vigorously massaged her knees with hands that smelled of meat on account of her being the butcher's wife and, as if needing to explain afresh, she would remind anyone who would listen of the useless nature of her "disobedient" joints. 
"Why are you standing? What's happening? What are you looking at?" Bo pulled his hands out of the water. His wiry spine curved back on itself as he rose up quickly, and the counteracting weight of his head seemed to keep him from toppling backwards. Lei tried not to laugh. Raising her hand to cover her mouth, she pretended to belch. The pantomime elicited, "It's not yet time to eat," from Bo.  
"I know. My body just felt cramped. I can't feel my feet."
"They've gotten so big." Bo cast his eyes downward, as if he could see Lei's feet through the muddy water. "You've gotten so big." These last words were said softly, even affectionately. Lei looked over at Bo, who as usual was not looking at her, but that didn't matter, for she did not see a scowl on his face. The corners of his mouth were cast ever so slightly upward. One of his hands was working the depths of a pant pocket. He pulled out something small and thrust it in her direction. "Eat this. It needs it."
Lei reached out to him with an open hand and received a small, hard, green sour apple. It was knobby and bruised on one side. She smiled at Bo, but again, he was not looking at her and did not notice the whiteness of her teeth. He was already crouched down with hands submerged, grasping for stems. 
Lei nibbled slowly. Tangy sweetness pricked her tongue. She watched Chang TaiTai and thought her lucky despite her not being able to bend her knees. Never was she called a fool or laughed at for offering such wind-tossed logic about her meager earnings. The villagers, who were not necessarily cruel, never passed up the chance to point out fault or weakness in one another. Brutal honesty was a civic duty in Da Long village. Mistakes did not pass silently. But no one snickered at the butcher’s wife, who always smelled of raw meat, or cast a word of derision in her direction for fear of retaliation when buying their meagre portions from her husband.
Lei had no such protection. "Stupid egg" and "Simpleton" had rung in her ears for days after she had picked herself up off the Farmer Master's floor, bringing waves of shameful heat over her entire body. Bo, Fang MaMa, and all
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