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PART ONE

1
FINALLY Taotao got his passport and visa. For weeks his parents had feared that China, even if not closing the door outright, would restrict the outflow of people. After the Tiananmen massacre on June 4, 1989, all the American airlines except United had canceled their flights to Beijing and Shanghai. At the good news, Pingping burst into tears. She quickly rinsed the colander in which she had drained the shredded turnip for her jellyfish salad, took off her apron, and set out with her husband, Nan Wu, for the town center of Woodland, where the office of Travel International was located.
The plane ticket cost seventy percent more than the regular fare because it had not been purchased three weeks in advance. The Wus didn’t hesitate; as long as Taotao could get out of China in time and safely, it was worth any price. They also bought round-trip tickets from Boston to San Francisco for themselves.
Neither Pingping nor Nan could go back to China to fetch Taotao, who had been staying with Pingping’s parents for the past three years. And since no one in Pingping’s family had a passport—not to mention the difficulty in getting a visa from the U.S. embassy—the boy would have to fly by himself. Pingping’s brother, a middle school physics teacher who had just returned to their parents’ home for the summer vacation, had agreed to take his nephew from Jinan City to Shanghai. There Taotao would be left in the hands of the American flight attendants. Barely six, he wasn’t allowed to change planes unaccompanied, so his parents would have to go and collect him in San Francisco. The travel agent, a bosomy brunette with olive skin and long hair, helped Nan make a reservation for the least expensive room at a hotel near Union Square, where the three of them would stay the first night before flying back to Boston. Altogether the trip would cost them close to $3,000. Never had they spent money so lavishly.
They arrived in San Francisco in the early morning of July 11. They hadn’t expected it to be so chilly; nippy gusts were ruffling pedestrians’ hair and forcing people to squint. A storm had descended the night before, leaving shop signs tattered and soggy; a few traffic lights were out of order, blinking endlessly. But the ebony facades of some buildings had been washed clean and glossy, and the vigorous wind smelled of the ocean. Pingping, without any warm clothes on, couldn’t stop shivering and then began hiccupping violently on their way to the hotel. Nan tried massaging the nape of her neck to relieve her spasms, and once or twice he slapped her back in an attempt to shock her out of them. This trick had worked before, but it didn’t help today.
Nan had called United Airlines twice to find out whether Taotao was actually on the plane, but nothing could be confirmed. He was told that the boy’s name didn’t come up in the computer. Things were still chaotic in China, and many passengers had been switched to this flight from other airlines that had canceled their services, so there wasn’t a complete passenger list yet. “Don’t worry, Mr. Wu,” a pleasant female voice consoled Nan. “Your son should be all right.”
“We were told zat he is on zer plane.” Nan often mismanaged the interdental sound that the Chinese language doesn’t have.
“Then he should be.”
“Do you have anozzer way to check zat?”
“I’m afraid I don’t, sir. Like I said, he should be okay.”
But between “should be” and “is” stretched a gulf of anguish for the boy’s parents. If only they knew where their son actually was!
Nan’s brother-in-law had said on the phone that he left Taotao with a group of American air stewardesses, one of whom was an Asian and could speak a little Mandarin. Now the Wus just hoped he was on the plane.
Three hours after they had checked into the hotel, they returned to the airport by a shuttle bus. The plane wasn’t supposed to arrive until 12:30. Since it was an international flight, the Wus were not allowed to enter the restricted terminal. All they could do was stand outside customs, staring at the chestnut-colored gate that seemed resolved to remain shut forever. Several times they asked the people at the information desk whether Taotao was on the plane, but nobody could tell them that for certain. A thin, broad-faced woman in a dark blue uniform appeared. She looked Chinese but spoke only English. Hoping there might be another way to find out their son’s whereabouts, they asked her to help. Her stubby-chinned face stiffened. She shook her head and said, “If that lady at the desk can’t do anything for you, I can’t either.”
Distraught, Pingping begged her in English, “Please check it for us. He is our only child, just six year old. Three years I didn’t see him.”
“Like I said, I really can’t help you. I have work to do, okay?”
Nan wanted to plead with her too, but the woman looked annoyed, so he refrained. In her eyes, which had more white than black, Nan had caught a flicker of disdain, probably because she knew they were from mainland China and suspected they were still red inside, if not red to the bone.
He wrapped an arm around Pingping, whispering in Chinese, “Let’s wait a little longer. I’m sure he’ll come out soon. Don’t worry in advance.” Between themselves they spoke Mandarin.
The way his wife had begged that woman upset him. Pingping, though thirty-three, looked almost ten years younger than her age, with large vivid eyes, a straight nose, a delicate chin, and a lissome figure. Perhaps that woman was jealous of her pretty features and liked seeing her in agony.
At last the gate opened and spat out a string of passengers. Most of them looked exhausted, their eyes dull and inert, and several walked unsteadily, pulling wheeled suitcases or lugging bags. The Wus stepped closer and gazed at the new arrivals. One by one the passengers went by. A tall black man in a baggy blazer cried, “Hey, Toni, so great to see you!” He stretched out his right arm, a dark canvas ukulele case hanging from his left shoulder. Toni, a skinny girl wearing a nose stud and a full head of cornrows, buried her face in his one-armed hug. Except for that cheerful moment, though, most passengers seemed groggy and dejected. Some of the Asians seemed uncertain what to do, and looked around as if wondering who among those standing by were supposed to receive them.
Within five minutes all the new arrivals had cleared customs. Slowly the gate closed. A chill sank into Nan’s heart; Pingping broke into sobs. “They must have lost him! I’m sure they lost him!” she groaned in Chinese, holding her sides with one arm. Tugging Nan’s wrist, she went on, “I told you not to let him take the risk, but you wouldn’t listen.”
“He’ll be all right, believe me.” His voice caught, unconvincing even to himself.
The hall was hushed again, almost deserted. Nan didn’t know what do. He said to Pingping, “Let’s wait a little more, all right?”
“There was only one flight from China today. Don’t lie to me! Obviously he was not on it. Oh, if only we had let him wait until somebody could bring him over. We shouldn’t have rushed.”
“I know.”
Then the gate opened again. Two stewardesses walked out, the tall one, a blonde, holding a young boy’s hand while the other one, slight and with smiling eyes, was carrying a small red suitcase. “Taotao!” Pingping cried, and rushed over. She swooped him up into her arms and kissed him madly. “How worried we were! Are you all right?” she said.
The boy in a sailor suit smiled, whimpering “Mama, mama” while pressing his face against her chest as if shy of being seen by others. He then turned to Nan, but his face registered no recognition.
“This is your daddy, Taotao,” his mother said.
The boy looked at Nan again and gave a hesitant smile, as if his father were a bigger friend being introduced to him. Meanwhile, Pingping went on kissing him and patting his back and stroking his head.
The two stewardesses asked for Nan’s ID, and he produced his driver’s license. They compared his name with their paperwork, then congratulated him on the family’s reunion.
“He was fine on the plane, very quiet, but a little scared,” said the short woman, who looked Malaysian. She handed Nan the suitcase.
He held it with both hands. “Sank you for taking care of him on zer way.”
“Our pleasure,” said the blonde, who wore mascara and had permed hair, her face crinkling a little as she smiled. “It’s wonderful to see a family reunited.”
Before Pingping could say anything, the women left as if this were their routine work. “Thank you!” she cried at last. They turned their heads and waved at her, then disappeared past the gate.
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NAN had not seen his son for four years. Taotao seemed frailer than in the photos, though he was definitely more handsome, with a thin nose and dark brown eyes, like his mother’s. Together the Wus headed for the bus stop, both parents holding the child’s hands. Approaching an automatic door, the boy somehow stopped and wouldn’t exit the building. He asked his mother, “When are we going back?” His Mandarin had a slight Shandong accent, since he had lived with Pingping’s parents.
“What? What are you talking about?” said Pingping.
“Uncle and Aunt are waiting for us in Shanghai.”
“Really?”
“Yes, they’ll meet us there.”
“Who said that?”
“They told me to come and take both of you back. Let’s go home now.”
“Can’t we stay just another day?” Nan stepped in, having realized that his in-laws must have tricked Taotao into traveling with the flight attendants.
“No, I want to go home.”
Nan forced a smile and choked back a wave of misery. “Don’t you want to see dolphins and whales?” he asked.
“Real ones?”
“Sure.”
“Where are they? Here?”
“No, we’re going to make a stop in a city called Boston, where there’re lots of whales and dolphins. Don’t you want to see them?”
“Yes,” Pingping chimed in. “We’ll visit a few places before heading for home.”
“All right?” Nan added.
The boy looked uncertain. “Then we’d better let Uncle and Aunt know our plan. They’re still waiting for us at the Shanghai airport.”
“I’ll call them. Don’t worry,” said his father.
So Taotao agreed to return to the hotel with them. Nan was carrying him piggyback on the way to the bus stop while Pingping went on talking with him, asking what food he had eaten on the plane and whether he had been airsick. The din of the traffic muffled the voices of mother and son, and Nan couldn’t hear all their conversation. His mind was full, in turmoil; but he was happy. His child had come. He was sure that, eventually, the boy would become an American.
But what about himself? He was uncertain of his future and what to do about his life, not to mention his marriage. The truth was that he just didn’t love his wife that much, and she knew it. Pingping knew he was still enamored of his ex-girlfriend, Beina, though that woman was far away in China. It seemed very likely to Nan that Pingping might walk out on him one of these days. Yet now he was all the more convinced that they must live in this country to let their son grow into an American. He must make sure that Taotao would stay out of the cycle of violence that had beset their native land for centuries. The boy must be spared the endless, gratuitous suffering to which the Chinese were as accustomed as if their whole existence depended on it. By any means, the boy must live a life different from his parents’ and take this land to be his country! Nan felt sad and glad at the same time, touched by the self-sacrifice he believed he would be making for his child.
On the bus Taotao was sitting on his mother’s lap. A moment after they pulled out of the airport, to his parents’ astonishment, the boy said, “Mama, there was a big fight in Beijing, do you know? Hundreds of uncles in the People’s Liberation Army were killed.”
“It was the soldiers who shot a great many civilians,” his father corrected him.
“No, I saw on TV bad eggs attacking the army. They burned tanks and overturned trucks. Grandpa said those were thugs and must be suppressed.”
“Taotao, Dad is right,” his mother broke in. “The People’s Army has changed and killed a lot of common people, people like us.”
That silenced the boy, who looked cross, biting his lips, which puffed up a little. He stayed quiet the rest of the way.
It was two o’clock. They decided not to return to the hotel directly, and instead went to Chinatown for lunch. At a fruit stand Nan bought a pound of Rainier cherries for Taotao, who had never seen such yellow cherries, each as big as a pigeon’s egg. Pingping rinsed a handful of them with the water from the bottle she carried. The boy ate a few and found them delicious; he saved the rest for his younger cousin Binbin, the daughter of Pingping’s sister. He didn’t want to throw away the stones and instead slotted them into the patch pocket on his jacket so that he could plant them in his grandparents’ front yard, where there were already two apricot trees.
They didn’t go deep into Chinatown but just entered a Cantonese restaurant close to the ceramic-tiled archway at the intersection of Bush and Grand. A stout middle-aged woman showed them to a table beside a window. As soon as they sat down, she returned with a pot of red tea and three cups and put everything before them. She glanced at them quizzically and seemed to be wondering why they were dining at such a place. She must have known they were FOJs—fresh off the jet—who would scrimp on food to save every penny.
After looking through the menu and consulting Pingping, Nan settled on two dishes and a soup and ordered all in the large size. He avoided the cheaper dishes on purpose, though he had no idea what “Moo Goo Gai Pan” and “Seafood and Tofu Casserole” tasted like. They sounded strange to him. The “Three Delicious Ingredient Soup” didn’t make much sense either, but, unable to speak Cantonese and ashamed of asking what was in it, he just ordered it. He disliked these nebulous names. Why not call things what they were? The Chinese here just wanted everything to sound fancy and exotic.
The waitress smirked, collected the menus, and left.
“What’s that?” Taotao asked his mother, pointing at half a side of roast pork hanging behind glass above a counter.
“Golden pig,” she answered.
“And those?”
“Roast ducks? Want some?”
“Not now.”
“It tastes no good, too fatty,” Nan said. Then he chuckled as he remembered that when Taotao was a baby, barely able to use a spoon, the boy had liked meat and seafood so much that he’d hog them at a meal and even declare, “I want to eat it all. I don’t leave any for others.”
Nan looked around and saw a few people eating noodles and wontons. The Cantonese ate lightly at lunch and wouldn’t order so much food as he had. The air was rife with fried scallion and soy sauce. Nan usually liked those smells in a Chinese restaurant, but today the usual aromas somehow irritated his nose. Feeling that his hands were a little sticky, he got up and went to the restroom to wash them.
On his way back to the table, he caught sight of the community newspaper, Asian Voice, stacked on a steel rack near the restaurant’s side entrance. He picked up a copy. Sitting down, he opened the paper and saw a full page of photographs of some recent scenes from Beijing. One of them showed a naked soldier hanging, by a piece of iron wire, on the window frame of a burned bus, his feet dangling and still in boots. Beside him stood a rectangle of cardboard bearing two vertical lines of words, which read: “He killed five civilians and was caught when he ran out of bullets. He got his comeuppance!”
The Wus’ order came with plain rice. The steaming soup was made with slivers of chicken, shrimp, snow peas, and slices of bamboo shoot. Both dishes tasted good, though Taotao didn’t like the squid in the casserole. He wanted more portabella mushroom, and his mother put several pieces on his plate. “Why don’t we have big bowls?” he asked.
“Here people use only small bowls for soup in a restaurant,” Pingping answered.
Gingerly he took a bite of a sliver of chicken as if afraid it was underdone. But soon he became more confident, chewing without hesitation.
Halfway through lunch, Nan said to Taotao, showing him the photos in the newspaper, “Look here, all these are civilians slaughtered by the People’s Liberation Army.”
“Put that away! He’s eating,” Pingping protested.
“I just want him to see the truth. Well, Taotao, see how many people they butchered? Here are some bodies and bikes crushed by a tank.”
His wife begged, “Please let him finish lunch in peace.”
“Dad, isn’t this an army uncle?” The boy pointed at the hanged soldier.
“Yes. But he killed some civilians and got his punishment. Don’t you think he deserved it?”
Taotao was silent for a moment, staring at his plate, then mumbled, “No.”
“Why not?” Nan felt frustrated and thought his son was stubborn and hopeless. His bushy mustache bristled.
“Even for that, people shouldn’t kill each other,” Taotao said in a small voice.
Stupefied, Nan didn’t know how to respond for a good while. His wide-spaced eyes gazed at his son as something stirred in his chest, which was so full that he lost his appetite. He managed to finish the food on his plate, then refilled his teacup.
“Don’t you want some more?” Pingping asked.
“I’ve had enough,” he sighed. Then his voice turned husky. “This boy is too good-natured and must never go back. He can’t survive there. I don’t know where I’ll end up, but he must become an American.”
“I’m glad you said that,” she agreed.
“I don’t want to be American, Mama!” Taotao wailed. “I want to go home.”
“All right,” she said. “Don’t talk. Eat. You’re a Chinese, of course.”
Nan’s eyes glistened with tears, and his cheek twitched. He turned to look out the window. On the narrow street tourists were strolling in twos and threes, and a few Asian men wore cameras around their necks.
The waitress came again and placed in front of Nan a tiny tray that contained three fortune cookies, three toothpicks sheathed in cellophane, and a bill lying facedown. Although the lunch cost only twenty-six dollars, Nan left a five for tip. He meant to show the woman that some FOJs also had a fat wallet. Taotao had never seen a fortune cookie before; he pocketed them all.
In the hotel the TV was showing a Chaplin movie. Taotao was at once captivated by it, laughing so hard that he coughed and gasped continually. He kept brandishing his hands above his head and would jump on the bed whenever a funny scene came on. Pingping was worried and told him to sit down and not to laugh so loudly lest people in the adjacent rooms hear him. Yet when the starved shorty appeared on the screen, wearing a patch of mustache and walking with splayed feet and bowed legs, visualized his fellow worker as a plump chicken and set about chasing him with an ax, Taotao sprang to his feet again, skipping around and shrieking gleefully. Nan was amazed that, all at once, the boy had become so at home here. He couldn’t help but grow thoughtful. Indeed, for a child, home is where his parents are and where he feels happy and safe. He doesn’t need a country.
Nan was exhausted and soon fell fast asleep in spite of the racket Taotao was kicking up. After the silent film, the TV showed Tom and Jerry. Although Taotao didn’t understand it all, the wild cartoon kept him rolling all the same. Pingping was afraid that he might get sick, he was so excited.
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HEIDI MASEFIELD’S house sat at the center of two and a half acres of prime land in Woodland, a suburban town twenty miles west of Boston. Near the southern side of this antique colonial stood an immense maple, whose shade fell on several windows in the summertime and kept the rooms cool. From one of its thick boughs hung a swing, two pieces of rope attached to a small legless chair. Except for the terrace at the back of the house and the driveway that led to a country road, the land was covered entirely by the manicured lawn. A line of lilac bushes encircled the property, replaced by low field-stone walls at the front entrance to the yard. During the summer the Masefields were staying on Cape Cod, in a beach bungalow near Falmouth, so the Wus could use the Woodland house for themselves. Heidi would be coming back every other week to pick up mail and pay bills. She and her two children wouldn’t return until early September, when the elementary school started.
Two years ago Dr. Masefield, a plastic surgeon, had drowned in a sailing accident, so his wife had needed someone to help her with housework and to care for her son and daughter. Her sister-in-law, Jean, under whose supervision Nan had once worked as a custodian in a medical building, introduced the Wus to her. Heidi was so pleased when she saw the young couple, who looked steady and were so polite and cleanly dressed, that she hired them on the spot. She let the Wus use the two bedrooms in the attic in exchange for work—Pingping was to cook and do laundry while Nan would drive the children to school in the mornings, and, if their mother was too busy to fetch them, he’d pick them up in the afternoons as well. In addition to free lodging, Heidi paid Pingping two hundred dollars a week. Although she was rich, Heidi was determined not to take her children to restaurants very often, to prevent them from falling into the habit of dining out. So Pingping cooked breakfast and dinner for them on weekdays. The housework wasn’t heavy. Two black women, Pat and her daughter, Jessica, would come once a week to vacuum the floors and clean all the bathrooms except the one in the attic apartment—the mother did most of the work while the daughter, almost twenty, sat around reading. There was also Tom, a firefighter who worked the night shift at the Woodland Fire Station. He came regularly to mow the lawn and prune the flowers and bushes. He also plowed snow and sanded the driveway in the wintertime. Working for Heidi gave the Wus another great advantage they hadn’t foreseen—their son now could go to the excellent public school here.
Amazingly, Taotao wasn’t jet-lagged at all. For a whole day he skipped up or bounced down the stairs, his footsteps echoing in the house. But he didn’t dare go out by himself yet. Now and then he looked out the windows of the kitchen and the study. He marveled at the detached garage that had recognized their car from a distance last night and opened automatically, as if welcoming them home. The lawn impressed him so much that he said, “Mama, I’m going to tell Grandpa there’s green carpet everywhere outside our house.”
“It’s just grass.” Pingping smiled. “Why don’t you go out and see it?”
“Can you come with me?”
“Are you still scared?”
“Don’t know.”
Mother and son went out so he could touch the grass with his hands. She wore a lavender wraparound skirt, and Taotao had on white shorts and maroon leather sandals. The boy loved the feel of the grass under his feet and kept running about as if chasing a phantom ball. His legs were sturdy but slightly bandy, like his father’s. After he had frolicked for a while, Pingping took him to the woods beyond the northern end of the Masefields’ property to see if they could find a few mushrooms. Under her arm was a thick book; she had to depend on the pictures to tell the edible mushrooms from the poisonous ones here. Together mother and son left the yard, where parts of the grass were glimmering softly and the lawn was shaded in places by the long shadows of the house and the trees.
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Nan saw his wife and son fade away into the woods. He was glad that for the rest of the summer they could use this house for themselves, but at the same time his mind was restless, teeming with worrisome thoughts. So many things had happened recently that he was still in a daze. Six weeks earlier, when the field armies were poised to attack the demonstrators in Beijing, some Chinese graduate students at Brandeis University, where Nan had been working toward a Ph.D. in political science, had discussed all the possible means of preventing the violence from being unleashed. They talked for hours on end, but were mainly blowing off steam. Then, without thinking twice, Nan tossed out the idea that they might seize some of the top officials’ children studying in the Boston area, especially those at MIT, and demand that their fathers revoke martial law and withdraw the troops from the capital. He was prompted by anger, just having seen on TV soldiers beating civilians with belts, clubs, and steel helmets, many faces smashed, bathed in blood and tears. To his surprise, his fellow compatriots took his suggestion so seriously that they began planning a kidnap. But before they could seize any hostages, the massacre broke out in Beijing and it was too late to do anything. Instead they went to Washington to demonstrate in front of the Chinese embassy. Nan joined them and stood shouting slogans before that ugly brick building, in which the officials and staff hid themselves and wouldn’t show their faces but would give the demonstrators either the finger or the victory sign through the window curtains.
Back from D.C., he was shocked by another incident. Hansong, a visiting scholar in East Asian Studies at Harvard, whom Nan had known quite well and who had been actively involved in the aborted kidnap plot, had kept a pistol that he was supposed to return to the gun dealer. Rumor had it that his girlfriend had disappeared in Tiananmen Square and that she must have been killed by the army and buried somewhere in a mass grave. Crazed, Hansong ran out one night and had a row with a homeless man in a park in Water-town. He pulled out his revolver and shot the old man in the head. Nan was so shaken by the killing and by his own involvement in the unexecuted kidnapping that he declared to Pingping that he would never participate in any political activities again. He also decided to give up his graduate work in political science, which he had never liked but which he had been assigned to study when he was admitted to college back in China. Later, he hadn’t had any choice but to stay within the same field when he went on to earn a master’s degree. Now he felt too sick of it to continue studying it.
He had decided to quit graduate school, but he had no idea what he was going to do. It was said that the U.S. government would take measures to protect the Chinese students and scholars who didn’t return to their homeland, so he should be able to stay here legally, but what unnerved him was that from now on he couldn’t rely on the university for financial aid anymore. Such an independent condition was new to him. Back in China he had always been a member of a work unit that provided a salary, shelter (usually a bed or at most a room), coupons for cloth and grain and cooking oil, medical care, and sometimes even free condoms. As long as he didn’t cause trouble for the authorities, his livelihood was secure. Now he would have to earn a living by himself and also support his family. He was free, free to choose his own way and to make something of himself. But what were the choices available for him? Could he survive in this land? The feeling of uncertainty overwhelmed him.
A week ago, Hansong, the deranged man, had been committed to a mental hospital. Nan hadn’t gone to see him, but his friend Danning, who had opposed the kidnap idea from the very beginning, had visited Hansong at the asylum and left him with a tin of jasmine tea, which made Nan wonder if an inmate in there could have free access to hot water. Danning had told Nan that Hansong grinned at him without any trace of remorse. “He’s a real psychopath now. His loony smile spooked me and made my scalp crawl,” Danning said.
How fortunate it was that Hansong’s mental state had prevented him from talking; otherwise he might have revealed their plan for the kidnap. Then every one of them would have been dragged to court.
Pingping and Taotao returned with just one fat yellow mushroom, the kind called Slippery Jack. There had been a drought, and most fungi in the woods had vanished. Nan noticed that since they’d flown back from San Francisco, his son hadn’t even once mentioned returning to China. Taotao seemed to be adapting quickly. Although unable to read a word of English yet, the boy was fascinated by an old set of Britannica, which his parents had bought at a church bazaar. He looked at the pictures in some volumes and raised all kinds of questions. He was eager to test his father and even asked him which planet was bigger—Mercury or Saturn? Nan couldn’t give a definite answer and just guessed, “Mercury.”
“Wrong!” the boy announced, beaming. He seized every opportunity to make fun of his dad. One of his favorite tricks was to tie a long chain of rubber bands to Nan’s toe so that the whole thing would hit his sole when released from the other end. Nan was pleased by his son’s little pranks, which he felt indicated that the child had accepted him as his dad.
Even though the Wus had the entire house to themselves, they confined themselves to the attic except when they had to use the kitchen downstairs. In their spacious room upstairs stood a large bed, Nan’s desk, a coffee table under the window facing the northern yard. Two of the walls were lined with books, most of which were the Masefields’. Nan had the habit of reading late at night, so he and his wife slept separately most of the time. Since their child shared the bed with Pingping now, Nan was left alone. He used the other room in the attic. It was smaller but fully furnished, with a pair of single beds and a redwood nightstand in between. This room had occasionally served as a guest room for the Masefields.
Before going to sleep, Nan opened a volume of Robert Frost’s poems and began to read. He loved Frost, Auden, Whitman, Li Po, and Tu Fu, but sometimes he couldn’t fully understand the poetry written in English. Tonight his eyes were heavy, and from time to time the words blurred into a solid block and then faded from the page. Before he could finish the long poem “The Death of the Hired Man,” the book slid from his hand and plopped on the carpet. Without noticing it, he fell asleep, snoring lightly while the porcelain lamp still glowed on the nightstand.
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The next day the Wus went to the mall in Watertown to buy toys for Taotao. The boy wasn’t interested in cars, or guns, or bicycles, or stuffed animals. He wanted a large telescope so that he could watch the stars. His parents bought it for him for $105. The moment they came back, Taotao opened the long carton and began assembling the telescope. He couldn’t read the instructions but wouldn’t let his father help. Whenever Nan picked up a knob or screw, the boy would yell, “Put that down!” Somehow he managed to join the pieces together without a glitch, as if he had owned such a thing before. He wouldn’t go down to eat dinner until he set the tube on the tripod.
Unfortunately it was an overcast night, so his parents wouldn’t go out with him to stargaze. This upset him. After dinner, he was told to go upstairs and clear away the paper and the plastic bags, putting them in the trash can in the bathroom, and then come down again to look at a picture book together with his mother. Pingping had checked some childrens’ books out of the town library to prepare herself for teaching him how to read English.
As she and Nan were talking about how to register him at the elementary school, suddenly something thudded on the stairs, followed by footsteps and a clack. “Taotao,” Pingping called out, “are you all right?”
There was no response. Then, to their amazement, the boy scurried into the kitchen, dragging his red suitcase, which now had a squashed corner. “I’m packing, leaving for home,” he announced, his face sullen.
“What did you say?” his mother asked.
“I’m going back to Grandpa and Grandma.”
That astounded his parents. After a brief pause, they burst out laughing. “Well, you’re welcome to leave,” Nan told him with a straight face.
The boy was puzzled. “I’m packing.”
“Sure. Do it, quickly,” Pingping urged.
Taotao let go of the suitcase, dropped down onto the floor, and broke out crying. “I miss Grandma and Grandpa!”
That frightened his parents, who had thought he was merely bluffing because they wouldn’t go out with him to stargaze. His mother picked him up, sat him on her lap, wiped away his tears with her fingers, and rocked him gently. Nan said, “Come on, we’ll watch stars when there are no clouds, all right?”
“You’re already a big boy,” his mother added. “You should know we can’t go back anymore. We’ll have to live here. China won’t let us live in peace if we return. You know, Dad and Mom are going to work very hard so that we can have our own home someday.”
The boy blubbered some more, snuffling fitfully. He seemed to understand most of what she was saying, and kept nodding his head.
Somehow, after that, he didn’t want to go out to gaze at stars anymore, and the telescope was just propped beside the window at the landing upstairs. Once in a while he’d observe the sky with it, but every time he watched for only a minute or two. Soon he stopped missing his grandparents as well. Whenever he was naughty or disobedient, his parents would say they were going to send him back to China by the express mail, but this threat scared him for only a few months.
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THESE DAYS Pingping was so happy that even her limbs felt lighter. An internal glow expanded in her, and a pinkish sheen frequently came over her face. She often hummed Chinese folk songs when she was cooking or sewing. Whenever she went shopping or to the post office, she’d take Taotao along as if the boy might disappear the moment she left him alone. Even when Taotao played within the yard, she’d accompany him. Behind Heidi’s house, beyond the blueberry bushes, lay a tennis court, green and springy as if coated with rubber, surrounded by a tall steel fence. But the Wus didn’t go there. Instead, they often kicked a volleyball under a basketball hoop in the front yard. Taotao played only soccer.
Pingping understood that the joyful days were temporary, because the summer would end soon—the Masefields would come back and she’d resume doing the housework. Furthermore, Taotao would begin school in early September, which might be hard for him. She had been reading children’s books in English together with him for five or six hours a day. Since he watched a lot of TV, he had begun to pick up words, able to say “Uh-oh,” “Okey-dokey,” and even “Get lost.” Having him with her, Pingping felt more certain how she would live. In the past years she had prepared herself mentally for returning to China, because Nan had planned to go back and teach at his alma mater, a small college in Harbin City. Yet whenever she dreamed of home, she’d have nightmares, in which she rushed around looking for a clean toilet but couldn’t find one. Nan told her that modern restrooms had been put up in many Chinese cities lately; in fact, there had been a campaign to modernize the public facilities, and to use some of them you’d have to pay, like buying a cup of tea. Nan would joke, “Like no free lunch in America, there’ll be no free bathrooms in China anymore. Too many people.” Still, Pingping couldn’t stop searching for a toilet in her dreams. But since Taotao came, her nightmares had mostly stopped and her head had grown clearer. Even if Nan changed his mind and returned to China someday, she’d live in America raising their child alone. She was sure of that.
Nan had come to the United States alone in the summer of 1985. A year and a half later Pingping had managed to leave China. But the officials wouldn’t allow her to bring Taotao along for fear she might not return, so the boy stayed with her parents in Jinan City, a provincial capital more than two hundred miles south of Beijing. Soon after her arrival in Boston, Pingping told Nan that she wanted to save $20,000 before they went back home. That astonished Nan, to whom the figure was unreasonable, though he already had more than $3,600 in the bank. He had never cared about getting rich and would tease her, saying she was a born capitalist. Yet Pingping wanted financial independence, which meant a tidy sum in their bank account so that they wouldn’t worry about getting a raise that had to be approved by officials at whose feet many people would grovel. So she resolved to make money and save as much as possible while they lived here. Among his compatriots at Brandeis, Nan was known as a rich man after his first year at the school, mainly because he had worked constantly to earn the money needed for his wife’s visa—the U.S. embassy in Beijing required a bank statement that showed at least $3,000. Unlike the graduate students in the science departments, Nan didn’t have a stipend and had to take care of his own living expenses. To save time for his study, he’d cook himself huge meals, each of which he’d eat for half a week. Sometimes he slept only three or four hours a day. He lived such an industrious life that he had lost more than twenty pounds by the time Pingping came to join him.
Two and a half years later, after Pingping had worked in a nursing home for a year and then for Heidi for a year and a half, and after Nan had done various odd jobs, the Wus had saved $30,000. Yet this sum didn’t give them any sense of security, because now they were planning to live here permanently. If Nan quit his Ph.D. candidacy, Pingping wasn’t sure what he was going to do. Though she knew he didn’t love her, she loved him deeply. Before she’d married him, her father had warned her that she might not live a secure life with Nan, who, though a decent young man, was by nature impractical, an incorrigible dreamer. Yet she had never regretted being his wife, though she did feel hurt from time to time and was even tempted to drink (though she disliked American wines and there was no way to find the kind of fragrant Luzhou liquor here, of which she had used to pilfer mouthfuls from her father’s bottles when she was a child). She was certain Nan wouldn’t just walk out on her. For better or worse, he was trustworthy and dependable. Now that Taotao was here, Nan was all the more willing to be the head of the household. In his own words, “To be the draft horse pulling the cart of this family.”
“I’ll look for a full-time job soon,” he told Pingping one afternoon. Their son was napping in the other room.
“What kind of jobs do you have in mind?”
“Do I have a choice?” Again a caustic edge sharpened his voice.
“Don’t be nasty. I always can work too.”
That mollified him some. He sighed, “I’ll keep my eyes open for jobs.”
Pingping remained silent, feeling guilty because Heidi didn’t pay her during the summer. They had spent thousands of dollars recently and couldn’t afford to stay home eating away their savings. Yet she wanted to teach Taotao some basics before his school started, so it was Nan who needed to look for a job.
It was reported that the U.S. government was going to issue green cards to the Chinese students who did not intend to return to China. Professor Nicholson in Nan’s department, a specialist in American domestic policy, had assured him that the United States would definitely keep the Chinese students here. This baggy-eyed scholar said to Nan, “Believe me, any country will be willing to have the cream of China’s young generation.” That was probably true. Indeed, both Canada and Australia had just granted permanent residency to all the Chinese students and scholars living there. Pingping and Nan felt relieved to know they wouldn’t have to spend thousands of dollars and wait years for green cards like most immigrants. Still, they were unsettled. Mentally they were not prepared for such a new life.
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THE FALL SEMESTER would be starting in two weeks, and if he didn’t register as a student Nan wouldn’t be able to work in the university library anymore. For days he had been looking for a job but couldn’t find one. He had liked his job as a custodian in the medical building very much; it was not demanding and gave him some time to read, though he was paid only $4.65 an hour, and though his fellow worker Nick, the maintenance man, often carried a dime bag on him and smoked a joint in their windowless office, mixed with tobacco to hide the scent. For years Nan had adhered to the principle that he would sell his brawn but not his brain. He wanted to save his mind for his study. Now graduate work was no longer his concern, so he wouldn’t be too picky about jobs.
He responded to numerous ads, but no one was interested in a man without any employable skill. He went to several Chinese restaurants and they wouldn’t use him either, because his accent betrayed that he was from northern China and because he couldn’t speak any southern dialect. They didn’t explain why, but he guessed the reason. At Nanking Village in Watertown, the owner of the place, an old woman with high cheekbones, told him, “If only you had come last week. I just hired a waitress, that fat girl.” Apparently she liked Nan and showed him some respect, as if he were a poor scholar in dire straits but might ascend to a consequential post someday. Nan even wrote to several Chinese-language programs in local colleges, one of which did respond, but in a form letter, saying they couldn’t hire him although they might rue that they had let “a pearl” slip through their fingers.
A pearl only your mother can appreciate! Nan sneered to himself.
Without any hope he phoned a factory in Watertown that had advertised for a night watchman. A man named Don told him to come in and fill out a form. Nan was not enthusiastic about the job but went anyway.
Don was a middle-aged supervisor with a bald crown who spoke English with an Italian accent. Seeing that Nan was a foreign student and over thirty, he seemed more interested. They sat in the factory’s office, which stank of tobacco and plastic. The room, with its grimy windows facing west, was dim despite several fluorescent tubes shining. “Have you done this kind of work before?” Don asked Nan.
“Yes. I worked for one and a half years at zer Waltham Medical Center, as a cahstodian. Here’s recommendation by my former bawss.”
Don looked through the letter, which Heidi’s sister-in-law Jean had written for Nan when she got fired and had to let her staff of three go. Don tilted his beetle eyebrows and asked, “Tell me, why did you leave that place?”
“My bawss was sacked, so we got laid all together.”
“You got what?” Don asked with a start. A young secretary at another desk tittered and turned her pallid face toward the two men.
Realizing he’d left out the adverb “off,” Nan amended, “Sorry, sorry, they used anozzer company, so we all got laid off.”
“I see.” Don smiled. “We need you to take a physical before we can hire you.”
“What’s zat? Body examination?”
“Correct. Here’s the clinic you should go to.” Don penciled the address at the top of a form and pushed it to Nan. “After the doc fills this out, you bring it back to me.”
“Okay. Do you awffer medical care?”
“You mean health insurance?”
“Yes.”
“We do provide benefits.”
“Cahver a whole family?”
“Yes, if you choose to buy it.”
Nan was pleased to hear that. Having left school, he was no longer qualified for the student health insurance and would have to find a new one for his family. But the idea of taking a physical bothered him. He was healthy and sturdy, and the job paid only $4.50 an hour; there should be no need for them to be so meticulous. On second thought, he realized that the factory, which manufactured plastic products, would be liable to lawsuits filed by its employees.
[image: image]
Nan went to the clinic on Prospect Street in Waltham. It was a small office that had opened recently and had only one physician; there wasn’t even a secretary around, probably because it was lunch hour. Nan handed the form to the bulky doctor, who showed him into a room that wasn’t fully furnished yet. The dark leather couch was brand-new; so were the floor lamps. In spite of his pale face and brown stubble, the doctor reminded Nan of a Japanese chef he had once seen at a restaurant in Cambridge. The man had a pair of glasses hanging around his neck and against his chest. As he was checking Nan’s hearing, Nan wondered whether the doctor was farsighted or nearsighted.
After listening to his breathing, tapping his chest, and palpating his stomach, the doctor said, “All right, open your pants.”
Nan started. “You need to check everysing?”
“Yep.” The man grinned, putting on a pair of latex gloves.
Nan unfastened his belt and moved down his pants and briefs. On the right side of his belly stretched a scar like a short engorged leech. The doctor pressed it with his index and middle fingers, saying, “How did you get this?”
“Appendix.”
“Appendicitis?”
“Yes.”
“That shouldn’t have left such a big scar. Does it still hurt?” He pressed harder.
“No.”
“Fascinating. It’s healed okay, I guess.” He spoke as if to himself. Next, to Nan’s astonishment, the doctor grabbed his testicles, rubbed them in his palm for three or four seconds, then squeezed them hard and yanked them twice. A numbing pain radiated through Nan’s abdomen and made him almost cry out.
“Any prawblem?” he managed to ask, and noticed the man observing his member intently.
“No. Genitalia are normal,” the doctor grunted, scribbling on the form without raising his puffy eyes.
Nan was too shocked to say another word. Having buckled up his pants, he was led into the outer room. Rapidly the doctor filled out the form and shoved it back to him. “You’re all set,” he said with a smirk.
Stepping out of the clinic, Nan wondered if the doctor was allowed to touch his genitals. He felt insulted but didn’t know what to do. Should he go back and ask him to explain what the physical was supposed to include? That wouldn’t do. “Never argue with a doctor”—that was a dictum followed by people back home. Even now, Nan couldn’t understand some of the terms on the form. If only he had brought along his pocket dictionary. Perhaps the doctor had just meant to find out whether he had a normal penis. Still, the man shouldn’t have pulled his testicles that hard. The more Nan thought about this, the more outraged he was. Yet he forced himself to let it go. What was important was the job. He’d better not make a fuss.
A boy on a skateboard rushed by on the sidewalk and almost ran into Nan. “Watch out, dork!” shouted the teenager with an orange mohawk. That stopped Nan from brooding, and he hurried to his car, parked behind the clinic.
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NAN liked the job at the factory. He worked at night and on weekends when all the machines stopped and the workshops were closed. There was another watchman, Larry, a spindly student majoring in thanatology at Mount Ida College. He and Nan rotated. On Nan’s first day Larry told him, “I can’t hack it anymore, have to quit one of these days.” Indeed the fellow looked sickly and shaggy, his face always covered in sweat, but he never missed his shift.
Once an hour, the watchman had to walk through the three workshops and the warehouse to make sure everything was all right. There were sixteen keys affixed to the walls and the wooden pillars inside the factory, and he had to carry a clock to those spots, insert the keys into it, and turn them, so that the next morning Don could read the record. As long as the clock showed enough of the hourly marks, Don would be satisfied.
Usually a round took Nan about fifteen minutes; after that he could stay in the lab upstairs, doing whatever he liked. A black-and-white TV sat on a long worktable strewn with pinking shears, large scissors, rulers, red and blue markers, and bolts of waterproof cloth of various colors. If he got tired of reading, he’d watch television. On weekends he could go up to the rooftop and stay in the open air. Behind the factory, close to the base of the two-story building, flowed a branch of the Charles. The green water looked stagnant; it was quite narrow, no more than a hundred feet wide, but it was deep. Sometimes one or two anglers would come fishing on the bank, and Nan, not allowed to leave the building, would sit on the rooftop and watch them. Most of the time they caught bass, bluegill, perch, pumpkinseed, and smelts, but the water was so polluted that they always threw their catches back, even a thirty-pound carp Nan once saw a man drag ashore, its rotund body motionless while its slimy tail kept slapping the grass.
Between his rounds, Nan read a good deal, mainly poetry and novels, and if he didn’t read or watch TV, he let his thoughts roam. Recently many Chinese students in the humanities and social sciences, having realized they might have to live in the United States for good, had changed their fields in order to make themselves more marketable. Nan knew that some people who had been writing dissertations on Shakespeare or Dewey or Tocqueville had decided to go to business or law school. More amazing, in some cases their advisors encouraged them to switch fields and even wrote recommendations for them. Nan’s professor, Mr. Peterson, was different and said it was unfortunate that Nan would be leaving the Ph.D. program, because he believed Nan could have become an excellent political scientist if he had studied the subject devotedly. Professor Peterson even tried to dissuade him, but Nan wouldn’t change his mind.
Nan was determined to quit political science, but deep down he was disappointed about leaving academia. He had written to Professor Clifford Stevens at the University of Chicago to inquire about the possibility of doing graduate work in Chinese poetry or comparative poetics under his guidance, but he never heard a word from that distinguished scholar. Nowadays most American graduate schools were inundated with applications from China. Worse yet, after the Tiananmen massacre, the student enrollments in the Chinese language and studies had dropped so drastically that many American colleges had begun to scale down their Chinese programs. So, for the time being, there was no way Nan could study Chinese poetry.
Four years ago, a former professor of his in China had visited the United States as part of a Chinese delegation of American Studies, as an expert in U.S. political history because he had translated some essays by Thomas Jefferson. When his former teacher came to visit Harvard, Nan went to the Holiday Inn in Somerville to see him. The old man, beardless and browless like an albino, told Nan about his meeting with Professor Carolyn Barrow at Harvard. He said, “The old lady was very nice and gave me six of her books. Do you know her writings?”
“I read some of her papers. She’s well revered for her work in political theories.”
“I guessed that,” the teacher went on. “I gave her a stack of plates.”
“What do you mean?”
“I brought with me some fine porcelain, and I gave her eight pieces.” He smiled, his lips puckered.
That account had scandalized Nan. His old teacher hadn’t shown any trace of discomfort, as if the fact that his porcelain and Professor Barrow’s books were at least equal in monetary value had canceled all the difference in the nature of the two sets of presents. Nan was sure that some other Chinese scholars had done similar things. Without telling anybody, he had made up his mind that he’d write many books after he finished his Ph.D. and returned to his homeland to teach. Someday when he came to revisit the United States, he’d bring only his own works as gifts for American scholars. Yes, he’d write a whole shelf of books and would never subject himself to his teacher’s kind of disgrace.
Now that ambition, inflated with a sense of national pride, was gone. He might never go back to his native land, and it would be unimaginable for him to write scholarly books in English if he was no longer in academia. Worse, he had little passion left for any field of study except for poetry. But that was impossible for now.
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AT WORK the night watchmen were not supposed to leave the factory. Nan noticed, however, that Larry often went out to buy things. Larry said that as long as you made your hourly rounds on the dot, Don wouldn’t care. Sometimes Nan didn’t bring food with him and would steal out to get a hamburger or fried rice.
One night, the moment he finished the ten o’clock round, he drove to Riche Brothers, a nearby supermarket open around the clock. He picked up a can of luncheon meat, a jar of gherkins, and a French bread. Hurriedly he checked out of the express lane and then headed for the front entrance. As he was striding out the automatic door, he almost bumped into a couple, both thirtyish, who had just come out of the adjacent liquor store. The man, his chestnut mane reaching his shoulders, was tall, with an athletic build, and carried three video tapes in one hand, while the woman, wearing a baseball cap, had a bony face and a slim body and held a half-filled paper bag in her arms. They were both in black leather jackets and jeans with frayed cuffs, but she wore blue high-tops whereas he had on heavy-duty boots. Nan stepped aside as she did the same to avoid a collision. “Sorry,” he said with a smile. She rolled her large watery eyes, then peered at him.
Nan walked away toward his car. Strangely enough, the couple turned back and came toward him. The woman whispered to the man, who was nodding. When they caught up with Nan, the man said in a raspy voice, “Hey, buddy, wanna come with us?”
“For what?” Nan was startled. A gust of wind swept up a few scraps of paper tumbling past a corral holding two rows of shopping carts.
“For fun.” The man blinked his eyes, the left of which was black as if bruised, and he opened his mouth to laugh, but only a dry cough came out. There was enough alcohol on his breath to cover a few yards around him.
The woman smiled suggestively, showing the gaps between her teeth. Nan shook his head and said, “I have work to do.”
“Wanna have a drink?” the man asked.
The woman took out a can of Coors, snapped it open, and took a swig. “Mmm…it’s nice and cold. Have this.” She handed the beer to Nan.
“No, sanks. I reelly cannot.”
“C’mon, don’t you want some fun?” The man grinned, the corners of his mouth going up.
“What fun?”
“With purty girls.”
Nan was too shocked to answer, while the woman crooked her forefinger, wiggling it at him. He hated that gesture, which to him suggested he was an obedient dog.
She coaxed, “Please come with us. We’ve never had an Oriental man there.”
“No, I mahst go!”
“Whoa!” the man shouted after him. “Don’t run, you gook. Don’t you want some young pussies?”
They both laughed. Nan started his car and pulled out of the parking lot. To his horror, the couple hopped into their pickup, backed it out, and followed him. Nan’s heart was throbbing, but he drove unhurriedly as if he hadn’t noticed them. “Calm down, calm down,” he repeated to himself while observing them in the rearview mirror. Their truck didn’t accelerate and just followed behind at a distance of about two hundred feet. A white moth was trapped in Nan’s car, fluttering at the windshield. He brushed it away with one swipe.
After four turns Nan swerved into the factory’s front yard. He sprang out of his car while the pickup was rolling into the parking lot too. He dashed away to the side entrance of the building. His flashlight fell on the ground with a clash, but he didn’t stop to retrieve it and kept running. He thrust the key into the lock and opened the door. Rushing in, he snagged his windbreaker’s pocket on the handle with a rasp. Without looking at the rip, he locked the door, switched off the lights, and turned left into the dark storage room with windows facing the yard. He saw the couple out there. They seemed puzzled. Their truck was idling, but its front lights were off. They each carried a baseball bat under an arm and eyed the side entrance as if on the defensive. They whispered to each other for a while; then the man crushed his beer can on the side window of Nan’s car. He picked up Nan’s long flashlight and waved it at the building.
The woman cupped her mouth with both hands and shouted at the entrance, “Come out, you dumb prick!”
“We’re gonna come in and bust ya!” the man cried, and he kicked the side door of Nan’s car. He spat and blew his nose on the windshield.
Blood thudded in Nan’s ears as he kept his eyes glued to the couple. He withdrew his face from the dusty windowpanes so that they couldn’t see him. His mind was in a tumult of anger and fear, which made him queasy and out of breath. Stop kicking my car, you idiot! he shouted mentally. Heavens, what do they want of me? I’m not a sex maniac like they think. Go away! Go fuck yourselves!
But they wouldn’t leave. They whispered to each other again and were evidently planning their next move. What should he do if they broke into the building? He wouldn’t let them. He’d do anything to stop them. He’d hide in the darkness and knock them down with a steel bar. Yes, he’d lick them if they came in. Go, go, go! But they wouldn’t move. Why were they so determined to hurt him? Just because they could? Just because his face was yellow, not as white as theirs? How come they thought he’d like to take part in their monkey business? Crazy! Stupid! They were barking up the wrong tree. Even if they paid him a thousand dollars, he wouldn’t join them. Neither would he let them set foot in here. They’d better not mess with him.
They looked quite patient over there, waiting and gazing at the factory. How could he get rid of them? Were they planning to break in?
Finally, Nan pushed open the one-paned transom and cried, “Eef you don’t leave, I shall call zer police.”
“Oh yeah?” the man barked. “Bring all the cops over and line them up to suck my cock.”
They both guffawed.
Nan shouted again, “I have a gahn here. I’m shooting if you don’t leave right away.” With a steel bar he knocked a metal bench, which sent out a dull clang.
That transfixed the couple for a few seconds. Then they scrambled back into the pickup and thunked the doors shut. The front lights came on; the man revved the engine, and after a long honk, the truck swerved onto the road and sped away. Its broad wheels squealed and crushed through dark puddles of rainwater.
Nan heaved a sigh of relief, wondering if they were high on drugs besides alcohol. How frightened he was! Had they grabbed hold of him, they might have dragged him to a secret place and hurt him. He suspected they must have intended to take him either to an orgy or a studio to make a pornographic film. He regretted having gone out at night and having smiled at that crazy woman.
The watchman’s clock was still in his car, but for a long while he dared not go fetch it. Not until almost eleven p.m. did he retrieve it. Luckily, the side door of his car wasn’t damaged much—just a few dings—but his flashlight was gone.
His fellow worker, Larry, had a pistol like a toy derringer, and now Nan couldn’t help wondering if he should get a handgun or a knife. But he remembered his vow to Pingping that, besides shunning politics, he’d never resort to any kind of violence in his life, so he decided not to carry any weapon.
When he told his wife about the incident the next day, she was terrified, though she tried to loosen him up a little, teasing him, “It serves you right. Don’t ever eye up a woman again.”
“I didn’t flirt with her, I just smiled. They must have been stoned.”
“They must have smelled something on you.”
“What?”
“You’re a born lech.”
“That’s not true.”
“Of course you are.” She giggled and went on sewing up the tear in his windbreaker.
From that day on Nan wouldn’t go out on the night shift anymore. He’d bring along an electric pot so that he could cook instant noodles or soup in the lab, but most times Pingping prepared food for him. She’d pack a banana or apple or orange. She made him promise he’d never sneak out of the factory again.
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