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Аннотация
In this richly imaginative novel, Mingmei Yip�author of Peach Blossom Pavilion and Petals from the Sky�follows one woman's daunting journey along China�s fabled Silk Road.
As a girl growing up in Hong Kong, Lily Lin was captivated by photographs of the desert�its long, lonely vistas and shifting sand dunes. Now living in New York, Lily is struggling to finish her graduate degree when she receives an astonishing offer. An aunt she never knew existed will pay Lily a huge sum to travel across China's desolate Taklamakan Desert�and carry out a series of tasks along the way.
Intrigued, Lily accepts. Her assignments range from the dangerous to the bizarre. Lily must seduce a monk. She must scrape a piece of clay from the famous Terracotta Warriors, and climb the Mountains of Heaven to gather a rare herb. At Xian, her first stop, Lily meets Alex, a young American with whom she forms a powerful connection. And soon, she faces revelations that will redefine her past, her destiny, and the shocking truth behind her aunt's motivations�
Powerful and eloquent, Song of the Silk Road is a captivating story of self-discovery, resonant with the mysteries of its haunting, exotic landscape.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cm5QyMsylXQ


Mingmei Yip
SONG OF THE SILK ROAD

To Geoffrey: Our life together, like the river, flows on endlessly day and night�.

Even though the sky had no trace of me,
I knew I�d flown through it.

�Tagore, Indian poet (1861�1941)


In time past, I was a beautiful woman.
Whenever I smiled, I knew I would,
like a flower in Spring,
capture any man�s soul.

�Echo, Chinese writer (1943�1991)
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PART ONE


1
The Million-Dollar Journey

A Chinese saying goes: �In good fortune is always some misfortune, and in misfortune, always some good fortune.�
Maybe they�re right. After losing both my parents at twenty-eight, I was abandoned�penniless�into this treacherous Ten Thousand Miles of Red Dust.
Or so I had thought.
Then a year later I received a letter from a law firm in Manhattan, Mills and Mann, informing me that I was to be given a sum of money. In fact, a very large sum of money.
Three Million Dollars.
But from whom? And why? Since I had to max out my credit cards just to lay my parents in thin coffins and watch them�with my hard-earned money�turn into ashes.
Wow. I had to use all my willpower to stifle my about-to-shoot-out, uncontrollable, deliriously happy laughter to be able to continue to read.
My benefactress was someone by the name of Mindy Madison, supposedly my aunt from my mother�s side. Neither of my parents had ever mentioned any aunt in this world�or the next one.
So where could this Mindy Madison have come from?
Besides, Madison was not my mother�s last name, which was Cai, or mine, which was Lin.
Then a light went on in my head. Wasn�t this too good to be true? Fishy? Like a clich�d plot in a cheap novel?
Without further thought, but much reluctance, I stuffed the letter under my novel-in-progress manuscript on the desk and tried to push the whole thing out of my mind.
But, as the Chinese also say: �When wealth comes, its force will push you against the wall.�

Two days later, after I arrived home from waitressing at Shun Lee Palace�an overpriced Chinese restaurant in midtown Manhattan�the blinking red light in my dark apartment caught my attention. I pressed the phone�s button and the room was immediately filled with a pleasant male voice: �Hello, I�m David Mann from Mills and Mann Associates. This is for Miss Lily Lin concerning a large sum of money from her aunt, Mindy Madison. Please contact us as soon as possible so we can process this matter promptly. We look forward to meeting with Miss Lin. Thanks.�
The next day, restless with nervous energy, I was sitting across from two impeccably dressed attorneys in a posh law firm located in one of the most expensive districts in Manhattan, listening to a most amazing, stranger-than-fantasy-fiction speech.
�Yes, the whole thing is real, Miss Lin. You�re not dreaming, but about to be granted three million dollars.� David Mann, a thirtyish lanky man with blond hair, assured me with his slick lawyer�s voice. In this office filled with rows of bricklike books and angular, deep brown furniture, his gleaming eyes were the only two bright spots.
�But there is more. Don�t think it�s just going to drop into your hands,� admonished his partner, the fiftyish, Margaret Thatcher look-alike Margaret Mills. �Your aunt�apparently she�s quite an adventurer�specified that you have to take on a long journey in China, along the Silk Road. This is very specific�you must retrace the same routes that she took, do the same things that she did. Until you complete this, the three million dollars will be waiting for you in the bank.� She paused to frown at some document lying like a corpse on the desk. Then she added, in a tone of disapproval, �However, you do get fifty thousand dollars in advance for the preparation of your trip.�
Still in shock, I asked numbly, �How long is the trip?�
Mann�s voice piped up from the honey jar. �It specifies in the document that it will take somewhere from to six to eight months.�
I did a quick calculation in my head: Would the fifty thousand dollars last six or eight months in China? Of course. Most Chinese couldn�t even make this in their whole life!
I watched as the two yin�yang creatures�one heavy and stuffy, the other slim and slick�went on to explain details: The Mills and Mann firm was only acting as intermediary; the matter was being taken care of by another law firm in Beijing. Therefore, if I agreed to go ahead with this improbable business, I also needed to meet with a Mr. Lo in Beijing. More details followed but did not make much sense to me. Finally, when their long-winded harangue, delivered in a lawyerly monotone, was finished, I sat dumbfounded.
David Mann flashed a row of neat, whitened teeth, his blue eyes sparkling like two sapphires. �So, Miss Lin, are you willing to accept your aunt�s terms and take on this journey of a thousand miles?�
Should I accept such an offer? For a moment, I had no answer. But, putting aside the bizarre stipulations from a total stranger, supposedly my aunt, could anyone resist a seven-figure fortune? Certainly not a yet-to-be published writer and on-the-side waitress. So I put on a smile especially aimed at the impossible windfall.
I would certainly take the fifty thousand up front and then� maybe I could even cheat my way out later, who knows?
My mind was racing; I had no idea what I would be getting myself into. But I also did not want to take any chances on this dropped-from-the-sky bonanza. So I nodded emphatically. �Absolutely. I have always wanted to be an adventurer, and I certainly have no intention of turning down this three-million-dollar fortune.�
Margaret Mills immediately pushed the document across the desk for me to sign. With my slightly trembling hand, I scribbled on the death-pale paper my name, Lily, which means Beautiful in Chinese, also a homonym with Fortune, then my family name, Lin, which means Forest or Abundance.
Mills took the document back, and the duo reached out to vigorously shake my hand. �Congratulations, Miss Lin!�
Now suddenly the tomblike office looked almost like a sunny garden. Even the middle-aged, Margaret Thatcher look-alike Margaret Mills could now pass as handsome. I studied her officious expression while remembering the Spanish foreign minister�s speech to the other Margaret: �Madame, I was prepared for your intelligence, but not for your beauty!�
With the images of the two Margarets, one in Britain and the other right before my eyes, I tried very hard to suppress a chuckle.
The Manhattan Margaret spoke again. �Miss Lin, these things take time to process. Come back next week and we�ll have the fifty-thousand-dollar check waiting for you.�
David Mann added, �You will be a rich woman. We will be happy to help you with your future legal affairs.�

At four-thirty, I stood on the street outside the law firm, dizzy and disoriented by my sudden change of fortune. The sun was bright and warm, while the sparkling air matched my rising mood. Though the world outside looked unchanged with people hurrying and cars inching forward, the world inside me was like an hourglass suddenly turned upside down. I felt ambushed from all sides, even though no one paid me any mind. I kept thinking of the strange demands by this strange supposed aunt, who had never even existed for me in my entire twenty-nine years. Not to mention the unbearable lightness of a small piece of paper with �$50,000� written on it, soon to be sitting arrogantly yet happily in my purse!

During the following week, I ate and slept and waitressed at Shun Lee Palace as usual, but my mind had already flown to the Silk Road, where my body was enjoying a sauna under the hot sun, my bare toes and soles baking on the desert�s fiery golden sand and my eyes dreamy in the intoxicating heat.
I imagined caravans on their way to the mysterious East, with exotic, smooth-skinned women with veiled faces and bodies draped in luminous silk. Their skin as golden as the sand, they hummed strange melodies to the accompaniment of tinkling bells tied around the camels� ankles�.

The days crept by until I finally dragged my numbed feet back to the Mills and Mann office and settled the surreal affair in a banal, legalistic manner. I was briefed about the terms one more time and was given the fifty-thousand-dollar check.
Margaret Mills said, handing me a big manila envelope, �Miss Lin, here are the preliminary itinerary and the tasks you are required to carry out on the Silk Road. Details of your aunt�s document and her journey will be in Beijing for you to pick up from Mr. Lo.�
When I stood up to leave, the envelope pressed tightly against my chest, I caught a smirk on David Mann�s face. �Good luck with your aunt�s requests!�
After leaving the lawyers� office on this note of high suspense, I went straight to the Chase Bank in Union Square near where I lived and deposited the check. Then I strolled around aimlessly, trying to clear my mind. Near the subway station, three teenagers were showing off their impossible skating skills by flipping, flying, and somersaulting in all directions, their skateboards scraping hard on the ground, making a threatening Zeeet! Zeeeet! Zeeet! sound.
�Watch out!� I yelled to the kids, and quickly stepped aside to avoid a possible hit and run�reminding myself that I was now a three-million-dollar heiress.
Queeeeiiit! A skateboard squealed to a halt directly in front of me. It was the youngest of the kids.
He saluted me, splitting a big, heart-melting smile, then shouted, �Yes, ma�am!� His rhinestone stud sparkled like morning dew on his impossibly smooth face.
I flashed him back a soon-to-be-millionaire smile, then continued to walk. Could anyone tell that this white-shirted and blue-jeaned Chinese woman was soon to be sporting nothing but designer clothes, flawless three-carat diamonds, and a three-hundred-dollar hairdo and dining only in high-end, fashionable restaurants? Hmm� actually, one person could. The young male bank manager. Although he had not made any comment, his smile had betrayed his approving mood. I couldn�t wait to see what his smile would look like (stretching all the way outside his face?) in six months�assuming I would come back from China alive and in one piece.

Back home, I immediately plunged into reading Mindy Madison�s documents. I flipped through the thick stack, reading a section here and skipping another one there. At first glance, I was quite relieved to find that the routes to take, cities to visit, people to meet, and things to do didn�t seem all that daunting. However, as I read further, the requests started to become a little weird, one even perverse.
At the edge of a desert called the Taklamakan, I needed to retrieve something (it was not specified what) buried in a small, ruined town.
I had to meet with a blind fortune-teller on a certain mountain and tell him nothing but lies about everything.
And the perverse one:
I had to seduce a certain monk in a certain temple and have sex with him in the �hanging-upside-down-lotus� position, something I, though I considered myself pretty open about sex, had never heard of. Would I get a brain hemorrhage? I couldn�t help but chuckle�not that I found this funny, but just hoping the chuckle would somehow dissipate the uneasy feelings that were emerging inside me.
After I finished reading, I let out a sigh. The whole thing struck me as peculiar. Very peculiar. And scary. If my �aunt,� Mindy Madison, had already done these things, then why pay me to repeat them? There must be something not quite proper�or downright crooked�going on behind all this, but what, I had no idea.
Like a bad cold, the uneasy feeling refused to go away.

2
My Professor, My Lover

The following morning I called Shun Lee Palace and told the owner I wouldn�t be in that day due to female discomfort. I needed a whole day to clear my mind and plan for my immediate future. Since I already had fifty thousand in my bank account and would receive another huge sum in six months, should I just quit my job for the trip? Or ask for a six-month leave? But what if I failed to complete my journey? What if I got sick or even died on the road? Murdered? Strangled by silk? Engulfed by sand and eaten alive by horrible insects?
On the other hand, if all of these were really going to happen, why should I care, as a ghost?
Since my early teens, my dream was to be an adventurer exploring exotic, mysterious places, especially the Sahara Desert. The soft, tender, sensuously shifting golden dunes were to me crawling dragons, or voluptuous goddesses striking elegant yoga poses. When the sun shone on these masses, I saw the ferocity of an attacking tiger and the docility of a retreating virgin. However, I�d never imagined that my dream to visit a desert would be realized so soon, albeit not the Sahara but the Taklamakan.
Silk Road. I felt a smile hovering on my face as the two words tenderly rolled on my tongue. In my mind I felt rainbow-colored silk caressing my body, rendering me achingly mysterious and desirable. I imagined myself as a tall, robust woman. By Chinese standards my five feet five inches is tall, but at 118 pounds I should have more flesh.
I was dressed in a bright turquoise sarong with matching scarf, balancing a jug of milk on top of my head. The sand oozed through my long, bronze toes as I wriggled to the rhythm of the undulating milk. The sun, like a yellow mask, began its spectacular descent behind my back. Exotic birds flapped their wings, then flew across the orange sky as it turned blood red�.
If the desert was a lover, I was ready for a passionate affair!
But my elation soon drained away as I read more of the strange demands from the aunt. Would there really be three million dollars waiting for me at the end of the journey? Or was it just an elaborate scam, a come-on with some inscrutable motive?
But curiosity, my sense of adventure, and greed won out. I decided to quit my waitressing job and depart for China but keep my three-hundred-square-foot studio. I�d always felt different�the bright dot of brilliant red among a vast expanse of green. An earth-shattering lion�s roar amidst the mundane drones of everyday life.
After all, this was a once-in-a-thousand-incarnations chance.
I told myself that if I didn�t come back alive from the Silk Road, So. Be. It. At least I�d die in a romantic place�not as a back-straining, leg-numbing waitress; a stomach-rumbling, mind-constipating novelist-to-be; or a bed-warming, albeit not-childbearing, mistress.
I exclaimed, �I�d rather die a goddess of adventure than a waitress of no venture!�
Then the great Indian poet Tagore�s line flashed in my mind: �Even though the sky had no trace of me, I knew I�d flown through it.�
Yes, I was going!

There was only one person whom I needed to tell about my impending departure. Chris Adams, my creative writing professor turned lover.
In A Tale of Two Cities, Charles Dickens declared, �It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.� How true for me, too, in my two cities�Hong Kong and New York. The worst of times was that I lost both my parents in Hong Kong in a year�my father of liver cancer and my mother of a heart attack not long after. The best of times was that Chris Adams, then my professor of creative writing at New York University, felt so sorry for what had happened that he let me graduate even though I hadn�t quite finished my novel, a requirement for the MFA degree. Not only that, his contact with a restaurant owner helped me get my waitressing job at Shun Lee Palace.
This had all happened a year ago, in 1995.
With my twenty-five-thousand-dollar income, I was able to rent a tiny, rent-controlled studio three blocks from work for five hundred a month, and I settled in my beloved city, the Big Apple. Feeling I had to repay my professor�s kindness, one day while his wife and kid were visiting her in-laws out of town, I went to his apartment, then straight to his bed.
Of course, affairs don�t just start on one person�s initiation. As the Chinese say: �You can�t press down the cow�s head if it doesn�t want to drink.� Chris Adams and I had been flirting since the first day I took his creative writing course. Toward the end of each class, he�d ask a student to read aloud a passage from the classics�Macbeth, Paradise Lost, The Canterbury Tales, For Whom the Bell Tolls. However, when he�d pick me to read, it was always something like Lady Chatterley�s Lover, The Scarlet Letter, Anna Karenina, or Madame Bovary. The message was quite obvious. The result was I�d finally become the woman who, though not his wife, shared the wifely duty of warming his bed, and�true to his class�in all sorts of creative ways.
Anyway, I thought I had finally found some peace in life with my master�s degree, a salaried job, a roof over my head, a novel in progress, a part-time lover, and the choice to not go back to Hong Kong after my parents� demise.
Not since this fortune had dropped in my lap out of nowhere. Who was this Mindy Madison? Was she really my aunt? Then why did she have an American last name? How come my mother never mentioned a sister? And why would my aunt want to leave her fortune to me now? Didn�t she have any children of her own? Why hadn�t she contacted me earlier? Besides, how did she get so filthy rich?
After I settled what Chris referred to as my cute little yellow bottom on the used sofa he�d given me, I picked up the phone. I was about to dial Chris�s office when my hand stayed suspended in midair. Should I also tell him about my upcoming big fortune?
There were many things I liked about Chris�his poet�s face, muscular Yukio Mishima body (his hero), erudition, detached manner, knowing hands, glib tongue (you know what I mean)� but, was he to be trusted? A wife-cheating man? While the question kept flip-flopping in my mind like a fish in a dry bucket, my fingers were already hitting the keypad.
�Chris?�
�Yes, Lily, my China goddess, I miss you. Shall I come to your place tonight?� That�s one good thing about Chris; he never used clich�s like �China doll.�
�Where are Jenny and Preston?� Jenny was the wife and Preston the son.
�She�ll be at the book club and Preston will be staying overnight with his buddy.�
Chris always referred to the book club as a stupid idea for wasting time but a good one for killing it. And an even better opportunity to look for someone�to turn a lonesome into a twosome. But I assumed this was for him, not his wife�or me.
�Hmm�� Maybe I needed time alone to ponder my three-million-dollar future.
But Chris�s eager voice rose like a wisp of smoke emitting a seductive scent. �Lily, I�ll cook you your favorite kung pao chicken, sweet and sour pork, plus a new dish. How�s that?�
Could any woman resist a man whose hands could write best-selling novels, cook exotic cuisine, and discover his lover�s body like an adventurer exploring an untamed land? So that night I decided to try out his new dish and maybe even the hanging-upside-down-lotus. I covered the receiver to let out a chuckle.
Then I cooed into the receiver, �All right, can you make it at seven?� trying to sound like a real goddess, Chinese or whatever.
�No problem. Jenny will dine with her bookies. See you soon, my love.�
�See you,� I echoed dreamily.
Besides literature and writing, cooking was Chris Adams�s other passion. Not only did he love to cook for me, he�d buy all the meat, vegetables, and dessert and bring them to my studio. During the evenings when he was cooking, I was treated as regally as an agent by wannabe writers. My professor lover would insist that he�d take care of everything: shopping, paying, chopping, cooking, setting the table, even cleaning afterward. And of course, all these nice acts from the market to the patisserie to the cashier to the kitchen to the dining room would naturally lead to the one ultimate place: the bedroom. Not that I had anything to complain about. Chris was an excellent lover, searching my body with his poet�s hand, then entering me like a tiger preying on a rabbit, or a dragon plunging down a ravine. But this was not without guilt�he was, after all, a married man with a child.

That night, when we were lying in bed, exhausted and tranquil after lovemaking, I lazily stroked Chris�s soft, blond hair.
�Chris, will you be lonely if I�m away for six months?�
His voice, tinted with surprise, rose in the dark, sex-smelling air. �Lily, what are you talking about?�
�I�m going away for six months.�
�Why? What happened?�
Should I tell him everything?
�I�ve decided to go to the Silk Road, the desert, you know, my lifelong dream.� My voice sounded controlled yet calm.
�That�s nice. I�ve always dreamed of traveling along the Silk Road with you.�
This was not what I had expected to hear. �I� I don�t think so. Chris, you have your wife and child here.�
�I can make arrangements for them when I�m away.�
�Chris, please, this is not possible.�
�What? You don�t want my company?�
�It�s not that� but��
�Then what is it? I can ask for a six-month sabbatical, you know, since I haven�t taken any leave for a long time.�
�Chris, I have to go by myself.�
�What do you mean you have to?�
�I��
He cut me off. �But, Lily, what about your job? You just can�t quit working like that. You need money to pay your rent, buy food, travel. And the Silk Road�I thought your dream is the Sahara Desert. Anyway, why such a long trip now? You�re not an impulsive person.�
Chris sat up and flipped on the light. He looked even more attractive when agitated. And naked.
�Calm down, Chris. I just got another new credit card.�
�But you don�t want to be in debt! Why do this now?�
I had a good answer for that, just not for him. �Chris, I�m going to be thirty, so I think it�ll be now or never.�
�Don�t be silly.� He combed his hair with his sexy fingers, stared at the calligraphy ren�patience�on the wall, then turned back to look me in the eyes, his words coming out slowly and deliberately. �Lily, are you seeing someone else, a rich guy? And you�re now traveling with him to the Silk Road?�
I opened my mouth, but no words came.
�Tell me, do you have another lover?� His tone was hurt and angry.
But how could he be? That was exactly what he was doing to his wife!
�No. I just want to go to the Silk Road and the desert.�
�But why now? And why by yourself?�
�Chris. I can�t tell you why now, maybe later. But I swear to you on my parents� ashes it�s not a lover.�
A long silence lingered before he finally ejected a weak, �All right, then tell me later.�
I pulled him to me and started to kiss his eyes, his lips, then his� To my surprise, he pushed me away.
�Chris!�
�To leave you alone, isn�t that what you want?�
There was another long silence before I flipped off the light. Refusing to succumb to defeat, I reached out for his yang instrument, then slid my tongue, like a playful lizard, inside his mouth. It worked. Stirred, Chris pressed his torso against mine. I could feel his body heat enveloping me, then him hardening against my thigh like a mini�stone monument.
However, before his snake was about to enter its hole, a long-held question involuntarily shot out from my mouth. �Chris, why don�t we try the hanging-upside-down-lotus?�
�What!?�
�Eh� you mean you don�t know?� I assumed a nice-looking professor like him with so many sexual experiences would certainly already have tried all the beneficial positions.
Abruptly, the snake stopped moving and the hand kneading. Chris swung away, flipped the light back on, and sat up to face me. �What is this hanging-upside-down-lotus?�
�A� sexual act.�
Some silence before he slowly uttered, �I�m well aware of that.�
Then his tone turned icy cold and his eyes were shooting daggers into mine. �Lily, did you learn this from someone else and now you want to try it with me?�
�No� I� I just saw it somewhere in a book.� It was all that I could think of.
�A book? Then show it to me.�
This time no matter how hard I tried to rack my brain, no answer came. Let alone the much anticipated and needed orgasm.

Chris and I didn�t speak to each other for three days. I tried calling his work phone, even his house (making sure Jenny was working), but no one answered.
All right, so be it, since I�d be leaving very soon anyway.
I utilized the three Chris-free days to prepare for my trip�shopping (clothes, boots, hats, backpack, alarm clock, Swiss Army knife, medicine� ), going to the bank (taking out cash, buying traveler�s checks), looking up and booking hotels in Beijing and Xian (the first two stops toward the Silk Road), jogging (to maximize my energy), and gathering all the materials I could find about the Silk Road from guide books, academic books, maps, articles, even movies and novels.
On the fourth day, as I was packing and cleaning the apartment, Chris called. �Lily, I�m very sorry that I didn�t return your calls. Please understand how upsetting this whole thing is to me.� Some silence, then, �Can I come to your place tonight? We need to talk.� His tone was pleading.
�I�m busy cleaning and preparing for my trip.�
�You�re really going?�
�Do I sound like I�m lying? I told you I can�t tell you now why I have money for the trip.�
�All right, then when are you leaving?�
�In a week.�
His voice exploded like a firecracker. �So soon?! What about me?�
�You have Jenny, Preston, your best-selling novels, and your female students who�re all competing to take care of your �little brother.� �
Now the firecracker fizzled. �Lily, you know Jenny and I don�t get along, and I haven�t touched her for a long time.�
�Good. If you truly love me, then you can also abstain from touching other women for six months and wait till I come back.�
�Please, Lily, don�t torture me. I love you.�
�You love Jenny, too.�
�I� don�t think I�ve ever really loved her.�
�I hope you don�t say this about all your old girlfriends.�
�You want me to divorce Jenny and marry you? I�ll do that tomorrow. Or right now.�
Did Chris possess the ability to read minds? Could he already know about my upcoming fortune and now wanted to marry me to have a piece of the million-dollar cake?
Thinking this, I blurted out, �No way!�
�Lily, isn�t that what you want?�
�Oh, I�m sorry, Chris, that�s not what I mean.�
�Then what do you mean?�
�I� am not feeling very well. I need to rest for the day. I�ll call you tomorrow.� Before he had a chance to respond, I hung up, then disconnected the phone.

That evening, I ordered a spring roll, hot and sour soup, kung pao chicken, beef broccoli, shrimp dumplings, scallion pancake, and fried banana from My Place Shanghai Tea Garden, my favorite expensive Chinese restaurant�a rival of Shun Lee Palace. Of course I couldn�t possibly finish all this. I just wanted to savor the pleasure of watching the food fill up the table. Delicious smelling abundance always made me feel good�happy, warm, fulfilled, pampered, and now rich.
To celebrate the occasion, I put on makeup and a revealing little black dress. While waiting for the delivery, I paced around my studio, feeling a sudden wave of affection for my modest belongings in this tiny refuge on Earth: the celadon vase spilling Chinese good-luck bamboo plants, framed posters of Van Gogh�s starry sky, and a Monet landscape opening vistas in the otherwise dull white walls. My books were stuffed in milk crates that I had painted in bright yellow, red, and green, not only novels but works on some of my favorite subjects: goddesses, feng shui, energy healing, even combing your hair 108 times for health and longevity.
After my parents� death, I had thrown away practically all their possessions, which were not many. I kept all the photographs, which were not many, either, since my father, a businessman with more than one wife, seldom came home, and my mother, who worked almost her entire life at a church, never went out for fun. I had also kept my parents� letters, my father�s childlike calligraphy ren (till he�d strike it real big, he�d always assured us), my mother�s wedding gifts�silk scarf, jade earrings, embroidered Chinese dresses�and a few other odds and ends. Wrapped in Mother�s silk scarf, these few possessions accompanied me on the journey of eight thousand miles from Hong Kong to New York City, the place I now called home.
When I heard the delightful ding-dong! I dashed to open the door and took the food from the deliveryman. I tipped him generously to match my mood, then set out the food on the table. At the center I placed the vase overflowing with my favorite white roses and baby tears. Then I lit two candles, put on my favorite music, opened a bottle of red wine, and poured myself a full glass. I meditated on the sloshing ruby liquid, then raised my glass to the moon outside the window. To myself, I recited the Song dynasty poet Su Dongpo�s famous lines:
Among clusters of flowers, I hold a jar of wine.
To drink all by myself,
I invite the moon to join me.
Adding my shadow, there is a party of three�
When drunk, we couple; when awake,
we go our separate ways�


The last line made me think of my relationship with Chris. When drunk we coupled; when awake, he went back to his wife and kid and I to my would-be-great-Asian-American novel in progress, which I�d been writing since the first day I enrolled in the creative writing program at NYU.
�Hai�� I let out a long exhalation, toasted to the moon, then invited the disc to join me for my sumptuous dinner. Just when I was happily devouring my kung pao chicken and gulping down my soup while listening to Ray Charles�s �What�d I Say� on fucking disguised as dancing, the doorbell rang. The ringing sounded desperate, like the scream of a child who�d just lost sight of his parents.
Damn! It must be the super, who lived one floor above and had a crush on me. Since I�d told him about the trip he had found new excuses to talk to me.
I threw down my chopsticks, dabbed my chicken-greased-cum-lipstick-smeared lips, hurried to the door, and swung it open.
To my surprise, it was not my super, but Chris. In his one hand was a bunch of white roses and baby tears, and in his other hand a big plastic bag. His hair was tousled, and there were dark circles under his eyes like those of a panda�s. My uninvited guest was slowly giving me a bitter once-over.
�You�re not going to invite me in?�
�Yes. Of course.�
After closing the door, we went to the dining area, where Chris immediately spotted the feast. He dumped the big bag and the flowers on the galley kitchen counter. �Lily, you told me you�re sick so I brought you roses and baby tears and your favorite dishes�kung pao chicken, beef broccoli, shrimp dumplings, scallion pancake, hot and sour soup, and fried banana from your favorite, My Place Shanghai Tea Garden. So, what�re all these flowers and food about��he tilted his head toward the boom box��and the fucking Ray Charles? You expecting someone to fuck?�
�Chris! Watch your French!�
�Then answer me in plain English! Why are there so many dishes?!�
�Hmm� I thought maybe you�d come.�
�Come? Only if I�ll get a good fuck. Will I get one tonight?�
Not funny, the double entendre. I remained silent.
He spoke again, his tone softened a bit. �But my girlfriend is Chinese, people who love to eat, so I�ll always bring food. Besides, why didn�t you answer the phone? I�ve called and left five messages. Then I got panicky, thought maybe you were hurt or something.�
�I�m so sorry, Chris.�
�If someone is coming, then I�ll leave right now.�
�Please, Chris, no one�s coming. Please just sit down and eat with me.� I kissed him on the lips, but they were sealed like a miser�s safe.
We sat down.
�Lily, I want an explanation.�
�About what?�
He gestured to the table. �Why are you having such a big feast?� Then he motioned to my exposed half moons. �And this dress. Are you celebrating something, with someone, instead of with me?�
�Of course not.� I shot him a flirtatious smile, then pulled him into my arms and kissed him. �Please, Chris, you must be tired and starving, so let�s eat, and then we�ll fuck our brains out if you like.�
�All right,� he said, his eyes giving out a few faint sparkles, finally.
The meal was consumed almost in total silence, except for an occasional smacking of lips, slurping of soup, clicking of chopsticks, and sighs from Chris�s mouth.
After we finished and Chris cleaned and put away the dishes, I put my arms around his neck, pressed my body hard against his, and put up my most seductive smile, like a mistress�s. �Honey, let�s go to bed now.�
He followed me like an obedient dog�just as I�d expected.

3
Ghost Warriors and the Imperial Bath

The following Wednesday, the day before I left for China, Chris and I had another quarrel. However, canceling the trip just to indulge a man whose marital bed was occupied by another was out of the question�unless I was a complete fool.
And so on a Thursday morning in May, despite a dull headache and a pounding heart, I found myself lugging my heavy bags down my four flights of stairs, then hailing a taxi to JFK Airport. It was hard for me to believe I was finally going to China, to the Silk Road, the desert, all by myself. However, as the airport finally came into sight, fear seized my body. Would I return from the ancient route for trading silk�or vanish into its silky thin air?
During the long plane ride, I occupied myself studying my guidebooks on the different remote cities along the Silk Road: Xian, Jiuquan, Xinjiang, Dunhuang. I closed my eyes, imagining their names� associations:
Xian�Peace in the West. This was the city�s present name, but during the Tang dynasty one thousand years ago this same city had the grander name of Changan�Eternal Peace. Would I find peace in this ancient city? I hoped it would not be eternal peace�my death.
Jiuquan�Wine River. What kind of wine? White, red, blush, Californian, French, Australian, Chinese� Would I get drunk there?
Xinjiang�New Frontier. Two years ago when I�d arrived from Hong Kong, New York had been my new frontier. I wondered what awaited me on this one.
Dunhuang�Blazing Beacon. Could I trust it to guide me?
The first city I had to visit was Xian, the gateway to the Silk Road. I reviewed in my mind what I had read about this first capital of the Chinese empire. Founded by the first emperor of China, by the second century BC, the western gate of this old capital had become the terminus for caravans from India, Persia, and Central Asia. The �Barbarians� brought glass, gold, silver, spices, gems, fabrics, and exotic animals such as ostriches to the Middle Kingdom, then returned with silk, tea leaves, jade, bronze, ceramics, lacquer, chrysanthemums, apricots, peaches, even peacocks.
Among all this merchandise, silk was most treasured. This lustrous, delicate, and water-soft material was so coveted by the rich and powerful that it was used as currency, its value equivalent to gold. Before paper was invented, it was on silk that early Chinese scribes brushed some of their most precious classics.
Xian was at its peak of prosperity during the Tang dynasty more than a thousand years ago. With two million inhabitants, the city was like a tasty soup cooked with myriad spices and herbs, a cultural cauldron of races and nationalities�Arabs, Persians, Central Asians, Indians, Tibetans, even Byzantines.
It was to Xian that one of the most famous travelers in all of Chinese history, the Buddhist monk Xuanzhuang, returned from his legendary �Journey to the West,� that is, India, bringing with him hundreds of Buddhist manuscripts. As he entered the city gate, the monk was welcomed with incense, prayers, drums, and chanting by cheering and crying devotees�.
Before lunch was served, an air hostess handed out Chinese newspapers, and I took one. As I was flipping through pages of coverage of banal events and steamy gossip, a headline caught my attention.
CRIMINALS EXECUTED FOR SMUGGLING ART OUTSIDE CHINA
Five men�art thieves and traitors�were executed in Beijing yesterday.
All five belonged to a criminal organization, believed to be run by a black society, which steals national treasures from museums and smuggles them to sell to rich capitalist collectors in the U.S. and Europe.
The government promised to intensify its efforts to catch art thieves and will continue to deal with them harshly. Police will soon arrest several accomplices, �fishes who slipped through holes in the net�.�
The government also plans to send officials to the U.S. and Europe to demand the immediate return of the stolen objects�.

I had been feeling excited about my trip, but this reminder of harsh Chinese justice made me uneasy. I put away the newspaper and dozed fitfully until finally awakened by the welcome announcement, �Flight attendants, please prepare for landing�.� Weary from the long, cramped flight, I rubbed my eyes, hoping I would be tough enough for the adventure ahead.

In Beijing, I settled into a small hotel near the Temple of Heaven. After taking a not-so-hot bath, I devoured a truly hot and spicy beef noodle soup at the hotel�s restaurant, then went back to my room, forcing myself to stay awake to reread the instructions for the first part of my trip. My first stop would be Xian, the starting point of the Silk Road as well as the burial place of the famous terracotta warriors who had been uncomplainingly guarding China�s first emperor�s grave for more than two thousand years. The thought of finally seeing this famous sight excited me, but before I could leave Beijing I had to visit Lo and Wong Associates for final instructions.
I called the law firm to make an appointment, then took a taxi directly to the firm, situated in the Wangfu Jing commercial district. After entering the relatively big and clean office, I gave my name to the young receptionist and was quickly led to the office of the lawyer handling my case. Mr. Lo, a small man, struck me as a person soaked in the sea of sadness. Suffering was written all over his fiftyish, elongated, bespectacled face. Lines on his forehead and around his eyes looked like calligraphic strokes of poems expressing unrequited love, separation, even death. The sole decorations in his office were a few diplomas and a couplet in Chinese calligraphy on the wall:
One cannot possibly please everybody
But one should never betray his own conscience.
Did that mean he was a good lawyer? Or a bad one displaying this popular saying to cover up?
After having shaken hands and exchanged pleasantries like, �How was your trip?� �Fine, thank you.� �Have you eaten?� �Yes, I�ve just had lunch, thanks.� �Hope you enjoy Beijing.� �I definitely will,� and the like, we plunged into serious business.
Lo, after reviewing what I�d already been told at Mills and Mann back in New York, handed me my aunt�s complete itinerary documenting all the routes and what I needed to do at each stop.
I signed some documents, then asked the sad mask across from me, �Mr. Lo, when will I meet my aunt?�
His answer, delivered in a dry tone, came as a surprise. �Miss Lin, you will not meet her until you finish your trip and come back here to collect the money.�
�But why can�t I meet my aunt before I go? I didn�t even know I had an aunt.�
My suspicions arose afresh. Had I gone this far simply to be scammed? But why would someone pay so much money in advance just to cheat later? After all, I had nothing to be cheated out of.
Lo�s low-wattage voice again expanded into the legal air. �This is your aunt�s decision. You can find out when you see her after your trip.� He pushed up his black-rimmed glasses, then studied me through the thick lenses. �Now, pay attention. There are documents in different envelopes to prepare you for every assignment. You must read them very carefully and follow the instructions completely. They are all numbered, so open and read them accordingly. Do not open any envelopes ahead of time.
�You can explore and do other things on the trip, as long as you complete the journey in no more than eight months.� Now his small eyes began to drill into mine. �Remember, don�t try any tricks. If you do, you�ll be the one who�ll suffer the consequences. You understand?�
I nodded. This all sounded even more alarming than I�d expected. I wasn�t quite sure what the �tricks� might be or the apparently dire consequences.
�Any more questions?�
I shook my head.
I left the office with my document-laden backpack crushing my back. My enthusiasm for sightseeing had evaporated as a result of Lo�s ominous words. I decided not to explore the city but went straight back to my hotel to eat, take a shower, then go to bed.

The next day in the afternoon, after a two-hour plane ride from Beijing, I arrived at the airport for Xian, the city of Western Peace. Walking out of the terminal building dragging my heavy suitcase, I was surrounded by a crowd of shouting, pushing, smoking, spitting, luggage-hauling, yelling-at-children Chinese. After struggling through the melee, I finally boarded a taxi. During the ride to the small hotel that I�d booked, my weary eyes tried to absorb the bustle of the exotic city until I finally saw the majestic Ming dynasty bell tower in the midst of noisy traffic circling around it. I imagined the bell ringing to welcome me as it would have the emperor six hundred years ago.
The hotel room was small but not too dirty. I was elated to see a bathroom, meaning I didn�t have to use a communal one, which was usually rank, not to mention risk my much-coveted naked body being visually and mentally molested by Chinese Peeping Toms.
I took a quick shower, ate a pork and pickled vegetable noodle soup at the hotel restaurant, then hurried back to my room. Sitting on the narrow bed, I set out my guidebooks, my new notebook, and my aunt�s documents, and plunged into work.
In Xian I was to visit the terracotta warriors and scrape a tiny piece of clay from one of them�and it had to be soldier number ten. After that, I�d go to the Beilin Museum, locate the Classic of Filial Piety stele, and study its inscription. The first requirement seemed pretty weird, and the second, pointless. However, to study the inscription should be relatively easy in comparison to scraping a piece of clay from the famous warriors. That was downright scary. Would I be arrested and put in jail�or worse?
As I was perusing my instructions, a small row of characters caught my eyes:
This is not vandalism but protecting China from corruption. Soldier number ten is a fake. Further instruction will tell you what to do with the piece of clay.

The next morning, a long taxi ride brought me to my rendezvous with the warriors who had aged not at all while waiting for me for two thousand years. I arrived fifteen minutes before the museum�s opening time, hoping I�d be among the first few to be let in and that the place would be relatively empty and supervision relaxed. By the entrance only five people were waiting: an elderly Chinese couple, two Chinese girls talking about something, and a young man with a thick, curly mop of chestnut hair. I studied them as subtly as I could. All seemed harmless, except maybe the foreigner, who kept looking at me and making me uneasy. I opened my guidebook and feigned reading.
After a brief wait under the morning sun, two uniformed guards, one young and the other middle-aged with a cigarette dangling between his lips, opened the gate and let us in. The huge mausoleum welcomed me with the chill of its two-thousand-year-old air. I tightened my sweater around my chest.
Even though I�d seen many pictures of the terracotta warriors, the sight of the more than one thousand life-sized figures standing in their shallow pits was stunning. There they stood, row after row, each with his own facial expression, armor, headgear, and weapon, striking the same heroic poses for over two thousand years. Intense qi, energy, emanated from these handsome young men looking so alive yet so still, forcing a gasp from my lips.
A male voice rose next to me, asking in English, �You want my jacket?�
I turned. The very young foreigner was about to take off his coat.
�Oh, no, thanks. I�m fine,� I said, then turned right back to study the formidable military formation.
A few moments passed and the same voice rose again in the chilly air. �You�re a tourist?�
I turned to study the stranger. What struck me was, again, his thicket of chestnut hair�which made me think of wood shavings curling under a plane�and his smooth, delicately featured face. �Yes, how do you know?�
He laughed a little. �Because you read your guidebook in English.�
�Oh.� I silently cursed. No matter how careful you think you are, there are still things that can unexpectedly give you away.
He asked, �Where you from?�
I hesitated.
An awkward silence, then he said, �I�m from New York City.�
�Me too, what a coincidence!� I exclaimed, then hated the enthusiasm in my voice.
Even though I knew nothing about this stranger, meeting a fellow New Yorker made it all seem less unreal. The Chinese say there are four great happinesses in the world:
Pouring rain after a long drought
Running into a friend in a foreign country
Embracing your bride on your wedding night
Succeeding in the Imperial Examination


I studied his grayish green eyes, which seemed to twinkle mischievously, reminding me of the phrase �stars in the eyes.� �So you�re American?�
He nodded.
�You travel alone?� we asked simultaneously.
Then we both uttered a �yes,� and laughed.
Damn! I was here for a purpose, not to chitchat with strangers, so I said, �Nice to meet you. Bye.�
Disappointment flooded the young man�s face; the stars dimmed. �Sorry if I am bothering you.�
�It�s OK.�
�Hope I�ll see you around then,� he said softly, then walked away.
Good. I didn�t come to China to socialize. Time enough for that after I carried out my mission and collected my fortune.
Starting to walk and look for soldier number ten, I was faced with the problem I�d been fretting over ever since last night. How could I possibly sneak close to �him� and scrape a tiny piece of clay? Finally I approached my intended victim, unobtrusively I hoped, and regarded him intensely. Then I looked around. The middle-aged guard was now standing by the entrance staring at nothing, while his younger and shorter colleague sat on a chair, looking bored. The elderly couple was studying some of the soldiers in a far-off corner, and the two girls were giggling. The older man�s fingers pointed at the warriors, his hand gestures cutting invisible sculptures in the cool air, while the woman�s lips moved rapidly uttering oohs and aahs and other remarks, audible and inaudible. The young foreigner was now intensely studying a soldier in another far-off corner.
How could I get close to warrior number ten�he was a few feet below me in a pit and guarded by a thick rope�let alone scrape something from him? Then I remembered Chris�s favorite admonition toward the ends of his creative writing classes: �Explore your creativity and use your imagination,� he would say, tapping his head hard with his sexy fingers.
I kept racking my brain while staring at the warrior as if he were my eternal and only love. I looked and looked for a long time, fidgeting with the small knife and some coins inside my pants pocket. Suddenly, as if pushed by some mysterious force, I slipped and fell against my �lover.� With a will of its own, my hand reached to scrape a tiny piece from the terracotta soldier, then swiftly put it inside my jeans pocket.
The American youth was the first one who spotted the �accident.� He dashed toward me, trying to step down to the trough, but the young guard immediately screamed at him to stop.
The uniformed man yelled in Chinese, �Stay right here!� then rushed over to me and grabbed my arm to pull me up. Instead of offering some comforting words, he screamed, �What do you think you�re doing!�
�I�m sorry. I fell.�
Now the middle-aged guard hurried toward us, followed by the elderly couple and the two girls.
Both guards scrutinized me with narrowed eyes, ready to release long-held poison. The couple gave me a suspicious once-over. The two girls covered their mouths and giggled more.
Finally the young guard said to his colleague, �What should we do with her? Call the police?�
A smirk bloomed on the older guard�s face. �Excellent idea!�
As my heart was pounding, to my surprise, the young American moved up to the two guards, put his hands on their shoulders, and spoke in a low voice as he steered them away. The guards stood stiffly. Then, all three backs turned to us, I saw the American stuff something into the guards� pants pockets.
Having finished their business, the three walked back toward me. The older guard waved away the four reluctant onlookers. After they left, both guards cast me a pleasing smile.
The older guard said, �Miss, sorry you fell. You feeling all right now?�
I nodded.
�Next time, be more careful.� He winked to his colleague. After that, as if nothing had happened, the duo sauntered away.
Before I had a chance to thank the American youth, he looked at me with concern. �Are you OK? Did you get hurt?�
�I�m fine. Thank you so much for helping me.� I noticed again his grayish green eyes, almost the same color as his pants.
�You sure you�re OK?�
�Yes,� I said, a little louder than I should while dusting my sweater and jeans, thinking, Please, leave me alone! Then feeling sorry for my rudeness, I smiled as sweetly as I could. �What did you say to the guards?�
He kept staring at me without answering.
�All right, thanks for getting me out of the situation anyway. I really appreciate it.�
�No problem.� He smiled shyly; his face flushed a lovely pink. Then he extended his hand. �I�m Alex, Alex Luce.�
�I�m Lily Lin. Nice to meet you.�
His hand was moist and cold. Was this kid worrying about something? But I was the one who fell, not him.
�Can I call you Lily?�
�Yes, of course.�
He blushed more. �Lily, can� can� I invite you for dinner?�
I stared hard at him. It was a strange request. Did he want a free dinner from me as a reward for his help? As a kid he probably didn�t have much money, and maybe he had already spent most of what he had.
�You�re sure?� I looked at him straight.
He nodded and uttered an emphatic �Yes.�
My heart softened a little by his sincerely pleading eyes, not to mention that this kid was in fact nice-looking and appealing. �OK, but my treat.�
�Oh, no, please, I�ll treat.� His tone was firm.
A stubborn American kid.
�All right,� I said, then we started to walk toward the exit, this time feeling the eyes, not only of the two guards but also the thousand warriors, drilling holes into my back.

Afraid of seeming to take advantage, I suggested a small restaurant right next to my hotel. Only three or four tables were occupied. Bare bulbs dangled from the ceiling, from which hung yellow strips speckled with tiny blobs of black. I realized to my distress that the black spots were not some avant-garde form of calligraphy but dead flies. Would that disgust the American? I cast him a sideways glance and, to my surprise, a smile hovered on his face. Heads turned to scrutinize us as we walked to a table in the back corner. I sat down, ignoring a hostile stare from a gap-toothed man and an envious one from a garishly dressed young woman. Pasted on the wall were pink paper place mats covered with calligraphy.
I pointed them out to the young man. �Those are the menus.�
He said, �I know.�
�How do you know?�
�I major in Chinese studies at Columbia.� He pointed to the different slips and recited in slightly accented Chinese, �Stir-fried bitter melon, roast duck over rice, minced beef with tofu. I�ve had those before. Delicious.�
I looked at him incredulously. �Wow, that�s very impressive.�
Right then the plump, fortyish waitress came to take our orders. Alex Luce asked in Chinese for the minced beef with tofu, and I, soy sauce chicken.
After her generous bottom waddled away, I asked, �Alex, you mind if I ask you a blunt question?�
�Of course not.� He poured tea first into my cup and then into his, showing good etiquette.
�All right, then. Why did you invite me to dinner?� Before he could respond, I went on, �If you�re lonely and want some company, I�m not the right person for you. Anyway, how old are you and where�re your parents?�
He laughed. �Oh, Lily, I�m twenty-one, not a child. Besides, my parents give me lots of freedom. They were divorced when I was six. I�m used to doing things by myself.�
�I�m sorry.�
He stared at me with expressive eyes. �Hmm� Lily, may I also ask why you travel alone?�
�I�m afraid that�s my own business.�
�Sorry. I don�t mean to pry.�
Feeling guilty, I patted his hand. �It�s OK. Sorry if I sounded rude.�
The waitress brought the kid his minced beef and set it down on the table with a loud thud. Then she cast me an �old Chinese horny with young American honey� look and dragged her wide posterior away.
Seeing Alex didn�t dig right into his plate, I asked, �Why don�t you start?�
�Your dish hasn�t come yet.�
So he was waiting for me. His good manners showed he must come from a good family.
�Go ahead, please, otherwise it�ll get cold.�
�I�ll wait,� he said.
A real stubborn kid.
Then the waitress brought my food. After she left, I noticed Alex even waited for me to dig into my food before he started. I was quite impressed. After all, he was so young and this was a cheap restaurant in China, not a gourmet one in Manhattan. The way he ate with such relish also pleased me. I liked people who loved and treasured their food, whether ordinary or gourmet. We ate and chatted while clicking chopsticks, smacking lips, sipping tea. He looked happy. My mind was occupied with too many things to feel anything.
Just as I was thinking how to get rid of him soon, he said, �Lily.�
�Yes?� I was sucking a succulent chicken bone.
�What is your itinerary?�
�Today the warriors, tomorrow the Huaqing Pool, then Dunhuang, Urumqi, the Mountains of Heaven, Taklamakan Desert, Turpan, something like that.�
�Wow, that�s where I�ll be going, too!� He looked excited, then asked shyly, �Maybe we can travel together?�
I almost swallowed my chicken bone whole. To calm myself, I gulped down a big mouthful of tea.
�Awww�.� I choked myself on the scalding liquid.
�Are you OK?� His eyes and voice were filled with concern.
I nodded.
The last thing I wanted on this trip was to have company, let alone a kid whom I might even have to take care of. At twenty-nine, I had no wish to mother anybody.
But his declaration surprised me. �Please, let me� travel with you so I can watch out for things.�
I tried very hard not to laugh. The waitress, now standing in the corner, cast me another hateful look as if saying, �Now young American horny wants to get cozy with old Chinese honey.�
�Lily, you will be safer with me. I�ve been studying the grasshopper-style kung fu for many years.�
The thought of this young American pitting himself against Chinese hooligans practiced in martial arts amused me. I put down my chopsticks. �Alex, thank you, but sorry, I�d rather be alone.�
�But I am concerned about you.�
�About what?!� This time I almost spilled my tea.
�About you traveling by yourself along the Silk Road.� He nodded discreetly toward a group of men busy stuffing themselves at a nearby table. �See those men over there? I bet they�d cheat, rob, and even murder. And they�re everywhere.�
�Look, Alex, I appreciate your concern and your earlier help. But I hardly know you, and I will be quite OK on my own, thanks. So I think our first dinner together should be our last.�
Having said that, I raised a hand to signal the waitress for the bill.

Back at the hotel, I kept thinking about the strange kid. Who was he, and what did he want? Then I thought of my aunt. What did she want?
Under the hotel room�s dim light, I took out the tiny piece of clay I had chipped from the terracotta warrior and studied it. Why would this grain of clay be of any importance to anyone? Even if it really was a fake? Knowing I wouldn�t get an answer until I finished my journey, I wrapped it up in a tissue, put it in an envelope, and labeled it Xian with today�s date. Still jet-lagged I wanted to settle into bed, but I focused my energy on writing down today�s happenings in my journal, including the meeting with Alex Luce. After that, I flipped through my aunt�s instructions and planned my excursion for tomorrow�to visit the Beilin Museum to see the famous Beilin, Stele Forest, a field full of stone slabs on which were inscribed famous Chinese words of wisdom.
Mindy Madison, my aunt, had visited this Stele Forest and was particularly interested in the Classic of Filial Piety, an ancient text much admired throughout Chinese history. The Chinese say yinshui siyuan: �When drinking water, always remember where it comes from.� As children, we are supposed to be grateful for our parents, who gave us shelter, food, love, education�our very lives.
Why would my aunt want me to study this particular stele?

The next morning, still feeling uneasy from the previous day�s events�the warrior �accident� and the Alex Luce incident�I decided first to unwind by visiting the famous imperial bath, the Huaqing Pool. I threw on a T-shirt, blue jeans, and running shoes, gulped down a bowl of congee in the hotel coffee shop, then asked a bellman to call me a taxi.
Outside the hotel, despite the pollution, the sky was clear and blue, with a few wisps of decorative clouds playing hide-and-seek. During the long ride out from the city, there was not much to see except bicycles, pedicabs, handcarts, and the ubiquitous exhaust-spewing trucks. A few poplars stood forlornly by the road as we passed several old brick-and-tile houses and a rusting crane beside the skeleton of a half-constructed low building.
Finally the taxi pulled to a stop. I�d arrived at the foothills of Mount Li, where the famous Huaqing Hot Springs was located. Now feeling gritty and sweaty, I desperately craved a bath�private or public.
I paid a few renminbi and entered the reconstructed palacelike complex. I soon relaxed as I strolled by ponds with lotuses floating over carp swaying their tails lazily among weeds. As I took out my camera, a statue in the middle of a lake caught my attention. A plaque informed me that this was Yang Guifei in the Nine-Dragon Lake. This most famous of imperial concubines had bathed in the Huaqing Pool with Emperor Tang Xuanzong on many moonlit evenings a thousand years ago. Although the statue was crudely rendered, the story behind it was moving.
Among all the three thousand exquisite, flirtatious concubines in the inner palace, Emperor Xuanzong loved only one�Concubine Yang. Her beauty was reputed to be so stunning that it shamed the moon and mortified the flowers. In the following centuries, Yang was the muse of numerous poets and painters.
However, as the emperor became more and more infatuated with Yang, he also cared less and less about state affairs, until the mighty general An Lushan started a rebellion.
Pursued by An Lushan, Emperor Xuanzong fled southward with his palace guards, imperial soldiers, and a disguised Concubine Yang. Later, when the soldiers learned that Yang was among them, they refused to move forward, demanding she be put to death. They believed that Yang�s beauty and the emperor�s intemperate love caused the empire�s collapse. After a long and heated argument with his troops, the emperor realized, heartbreakingly, he had to acquiesce. And so, in the Buddha Hall under the moon�the same moon that had witnessed their sleepless nights of passion�the emperor ordered the only woman he loved to be hanged.
How ironic that China�s most powerful man, instead of protecting the woman he loved the most, helplessly watched her death forced upon him by the soldiers he had trusted the most. After Yang died, could the emperor look himself in the mirror, or wash his hands without trembling? Later, when he had sex with other concubines and heard their screams of pleasure, would this remind him of the scream from Concubine Yang when she was being strangled?
The legend was immortalized in the poet Bai Juyi�s Changhen Ge, (A Song of Everlasting Sorrow). I�d been required to memorize this while in high school in Hong Kong, but only now, ten years later, did I have any feeling for the story with its complex emotions.
�Hai, how beautiful and tragic.� I sighed. I wished I had Yang�s beauty to charm even an emperor�but definitely not her horrible fate!
Then I overheard a young Chinese man next to me muttering, �Pretty round and nice breasts.�
I was tempted to tell him that they looked like implants to me but instead dropped my eyes and quickly left the doomed beauty.
I continued to walk, soothed by lush greens surrounding me: weeping willows appreciating their own swaying images on the lake, towering cypresses extending canopies like protective arms, and a proliferation of smaller plants shooting out from the ground or resting gracefully in pots. Partly hidden in the greenery was a collage of impressions: the curve of a pavilion, a woman with bright red umbrella undulating on a winding bridge, a boulder inscribed with calligraphy.
But now my goal was to find a quiet spot to bathe in the famous spring water. Four hot pools were set aside for tourists, but I was not interested in those. I wanted to enjoy a private bath all by myself. I hoped to spot the �geographic faults and cracks 1,750 to 2,500 meters deep, with 109 degrees Fahrenheit temperature water bubbling up� promised in the guidebook.
Walking away from the palace complex and its noisy tourists, I imagined myself soaking in the healing water containing all the therapeutic minerals excellent for health, according to my reading. Perhaps after the bath, my skin would be as translucent, silk smooth, and supple as that of Beauty Yang.
I crossed a long, willow-shaded bridge and continued to walk. Now the winding, seemingly never-ending path was heavily foliaged with not a soul in sight. I inhaled the fresh air and felt happy to be alone at last.
Continuing to walk, I finally discovered a pool hidden from sight by heavy foliage and tall rocks. About the size of a Jacuzzi, with steaming water gurgling up from between cracks, the pool seemed a little paradise on earth. After looking around to be sure I was really alone, I dropped my backpack on the ground, kicked off my running shoes, peeled off my shirt and jeans, leaving my bikini underneath, then plunged in.
I sighed; the water was hot, and therapeutic, and its fragrance intoxicating. Inspired by the romantic surroundings, I tried to recreate Concubine Yang�s seductive poses by raising my leg, lifting my arms, twisting my waist, arching my back, pretending I were taking a sensuous, imperial bath with the handsome, loving emperor! Then, in a soft voice, I began to recite A Song of Everlasting Sorrow.
One hundred charms bloomed with her smile,
Outshining every beauty in the six palaces.
Granted the privilege of bathing in the
Imperial pool,
Helped up by the maids, looking vulnerable
and virginal,
At that moment, she became the Emperor�s
favorite�


While I was enjoying my own performance, I was startled by a male voice exclaiming in English, �Oh, I�m sorry!�
I turned and saw with astonishment�Alex Luce.
�Alex!� I screamed, while ducking down to my neck in the warm water.
Alex�s lean physique was silhouetted motionless in the shades of trees. He looked so startled that I imagined his chestnut hair shooting out in all directions in its youthful energy.
Then, as if awakening from a trance, he mumbled, �Sorry,� then hurried out of my sight.
Shaking off the water as best I could, I slipped on my clothes and shoes, slung my backpack over my shoulder, then walked away from my supposedly private �Jacuzzi.�
Alex was standing a few feet away next to a rock, his eyes blinking under the hot sun. He shaded his eyes with his hand. �Hi, I�ve been waiting for you.�
Suddenly feeling the heat, I said, �Let�s move away from the sun.�
�I�m going to the Stele Forest. Would you like to join me?�
I nodded, unknowingly breaking my vow of solitude.

4
The Beilin Museum and Crying Guan Yin

I had not expected that things would feel so different with Alex�s company. Now instead of trying to take advantage of the Beilin Museum to learn more about Chinese calligraphy as I�d intended, I found myself more engaged by a nice-looking twenty-one-year-old young man than by the museum�s exquisite collection of stone tablets.
As Alex and I wandered through the museum, my heart was beating wildly, not of course for the two-thousand-year-old stone tablets inscribed with poems, sacred texts, imperial edicts, and Chinese Classics, but rather for the adjacent, bewitching ball of energy next to me.
To show I was serious about the exhibits and because my aunt specified I was to read this particular stele, I drew Alex�s attention to the large stone that dominated the room�the Confucian Filial Piety Classic.
Looking at the immense black granite slab standing on a thick base carved with mythical animals and exotic plants, I felt a wave of happiness.
I always loved things big. Big bowls of rice and congee, big chunks of meat, wide slabs of fish with a huge head and eyes round like marbles. I always preferred having a big sofa to sit on, or a roomy high-backed chair where I could meditate with legs crossed. I liked to work at a wide table where next to my computer I could pile bricklike stacks of books, spread out my novel in progress, and arrange my assortment of stationery�pens and pencils in my lunch-box-sized case, boxlike pencil sharpeners, a big stapler to bind inch-thick documents, even erasers I�d certainly lose before finishing using.
I also liked Chinese calligraphy done in grapefruit-sized characters, Beethoven�s heroic Fifth and grandiose Ninth Symphonies, Michelangelo�s painting on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel where you have to swing your head in all the four auspicious directions to take in the whole creation�.
Then Alex began to read the famous text aloud in Chinese, waking me from my reverie. His voice sounded studious, yet light-hearted. I half closed my eyes to let the soothing sound waves ripple against my eardrums like dragonflies skipping on water.
Do not disgrace those who gave birth to you.
Rise early and go to sleep late�to serve your parents.
Be careful of your conduct and economical in your expenditure�in order to nourish those who gave you life�.

When he finished, lamenting that his recitation had to meet its inevitable end like everything else, I asked softly, �You�re enjoying this?�
�Yes, very much. I would like to study this classic more.� He cast me a questioning glance. �And you?�
�I�m not fond of Confucian moralizing.� I paused to search his glowing face, then, �Not that I�m unfilial to my parents even though they�re dead.�
�I�m so sorry.�
�It�s OK, Alex. But what makes you so interested in the filial piety classic?�
�Because I want my parents to be proud of me,� he said, blushing.
That was not really an answer to my question.
�You mean they�re not?�
Again, he didn�t answer my question directly. �They�re divorced and both remarried, so we don�t see one another very often. But once in a while Mom, Dad, and I have a big reunion.�
�That�s nice.�
�I believe they divorced because of me.�
�How?�
�It�s too complicated to tell you now. Let me take you to tea.�
I looked directly into the young man�s grayish green eyes. �Alex, you�ll soon go broke if you pay for every stranger you run into.�
A smile bloomed on his face, sweet and innocent like a child�s. �Don�t worry. Let�s have tea, please.�
I insisted that, instead of going to a teahouse�fancy or simple�we should just look for a place nearby to sit down and talk.
Outside the museum, we walked for a while and soon found a bench in a quiet corner shadowed by a heavy-foliaged tree.
We sat down. Alex looked me in the eyes and uttered softly, �Lily, I was adopted.�
The statement came as a surprise. �Oh�.� I didn�t know what more to say.
�It�s OK.� He covered my hand with his for a moment, then went on. �My mom and dad had been married for years, but Mom could not conceive. So they decided to adopt. Dad�s friend, a gynecologist, told him about me, a perfect baby, whose mother had a healthy pregnancy�no diseases or drugs. She was Chinese from Taiwan�a theater student.�
So he was half Chinese�I wondered, what was the other half?
He chuckled at my intense scrutiny; now his eyes appeared the same shade as the temple roof in the far distance.
�Something funny, Alex?�
�No, ironic. I was an extremely coveted baby for a couple desperate to adopt. But my own mother didn�t want me.�
�Do you know why your Chinese mother gave you up?�
He shook his head while staring at an elderly couple playing with a chubby toddler under that far-off temple roof.
�What about your biological father, you know anything about him?�
He turned back to me. �Only that he�s American.�
So Alex was Eurasian�he seemed to have gotten the best from two ethnicities.
He went on. �Even after they adopted me, my parents still tried to conceive. But it never happened, and so they began to fight and ended up divorcing. Then, somehow, they both had children with someone else.�
This was a story even juicier than my Chinese family saga novel in progress. But I hid my smile and asked instead, �Then what happened?�
�After their divorce, I lived alternately with Mom and Dad, their new spouses, and my two sort-of half brothers.�
�Do you get along with them?�
�I know my place in their families.� His voice came out low-watted.
I put my hand on his shoulder, then, feeling his body heat, quickly withdrew it.
He looked happy again. Was it due to the physical contact, brief as it was?
�Your parents nice to you now?�
Alex lowered his head, thinking. Silhouetted against the clear, distant sky, his profile was etched in the air like a haiku�simple, crisp, sharp.
�Yes and no. I believe they still care about me, but I also think they care more about their biological children, although they try not to show it.�
�Do you know where your biological mother is?�
�No. Only that after she gave me up for adoption, she went back to Taiwan.�
I remained silent, not knowing what more to say.
Suddenly his face lit up. �Soon my parents will be visiting me here in China for a few weeks.�
Poor kid, he looked so happy just to have a few weeks with his parents, not even blood relatives.
Some silence, then I asked, �Alex, what are you doing here in China?�
�Sightseeing, but mostly trying to improve my Chinese.�
Moments of silence passed, then he asked again, �Can we� travel together?�
�No, I can�t.�
�But why not, since you�re traveling alone?�
Yes, why not? My aunt Mindy Madison did not specify that I couldn�t make friends during my journey. I was still very tempted to have him along for company, but I hardly knew him. What if he learned about my inheritance?
Though my heart was melting, my voice came out firm. �Hey, Alex, look, you seem to be a smart young man. Very nice, too. But I�m older than you. You�re just a kid, and this is a kid�s fantasy. You need to find someone your age.�
�I am not a kid and you are not old.�
�I�m twenty-nine, and you�re only twenty-one. Alex, please, I don�t want to take care of a younger brother when I have enough problems myself.� Of course I couldn�t tell him the real reason�my inheritance. I swallowed hard.
�That doesn�t matter. I like you and want to travel with you.�
I blurted out, �Jesus, Alex! Stop being ridiculous and acting like a child!�
�Stop calling me a child!� he retorted.
A young Chinese couple walking out from the museum turned to stare at us.
A long, awkward silence.
Finally I said, �Alex, we�re basically strangers.�
�You�re a traveler, an adventurer. I am, too, so I think we�re very compatible.�
I gave him an annoyed look. �But you have no idea why I�m traveling and what I do when I�m not traveling.�
�Then why don�t you tell me?�
This kid was really persistent. And annoying.
�Alex, I really don�t want any company. Please accept that.�
He cast a dour glance at me, his expression frozen. �You really mean that?�
�Yes!�
�You sure?�
I nodded.
�All right then, good-bye.� He stood up abruptly and walked away.
After a few steps, Alex turned back to stare at me, his eyes fierce and sad�seemingly awaiting a signal from me to return. But I waved good-bye, hardening my heart like the thousand-year-old stone tablet we�d left behind in the museum.
I felt more than a little sad and guilty. Now I wished I hadn�t discarded Alex Luce as if he were my old calendar, or my worn-out running shoes. The kid did seem genuinely concerned about me and wanted my company. Wouldn�t it be nice to have a young man�s company, if not for his youth and beauty to feed my vanity, at least for some pleasant background noise to fill my vacuity? But I warned myself�a dessert-sweet romance should be pushed to the bottom, if not totally off, of my Silk Road menu. What I should be putting on the table now was nothing but the financially nutritious entr�es�Dunhuang, Xinjiang, the Mountains of Heaven, Turpan, and finally the Go-In-But-Never-Come-Out Taklamakan Desert.

Early the next morning, I headed down to the hotel�s simple dining room, gobbled down a steaming bun and scalding hot rice soup, then went back to my room. I quickly packed, checked out, hopped into a taxi, then boarded my flight to Jiayu Guan. I thought of visiting the famous pass with its legendary Great Wall fortress and painted bricks from a thousand-year-old tomb, but I couldn�t wait to go to Dunhuang. So as soon as I got off the plane, I took a five-hour train ride to the Land of Grand Prosperity, then a bus to Mogao.
Although Dunhuang was not a required destination, I decided�before undertaking the daunting tasks on the Mountains of Heaven�to treat myself to some aesthetic relief by visiting Mogao�s exquisite Buddhist treasures.
I read that starting from the fourth century, pilgrims, scholars, and especially Buddhist monks passing through this section of the Silk Road decided to stay here to meditate and translate sutras. However, the first cave had not been built until 366 CE by a Buddhist monk who had a vision of thousands of golden dancing lights and a thousand Buddhas. Thus the Mogao Caves are also called Caves of the Thousand Buddhas.
Later, during the religious persecutions in the Tang dynasty, Buddhist monks had come here to hide both themselves and their treasures inside the caves dug by their own hands. They transported hundreds of thousands of treasures across the desert in mule carts and carried them up the cliffs on their own backs.
So long after the cave shrines were built, most of the fifteen-hundred-year-old manuscripts, sculptures, and wall paintings had miraculously remained intact as if the monks� spirits still traveled through the dim corridors to tell us in the present day of their sufferings and triumphs.
Now, of course, all the monks had long turned into mummies�at least metaphorically�and the Buddhist hideout had become a tourist attraction.
After getting out of the big bus with the other tourists, feeling the hot wind in my face, I headed straight to the Mogao Tourist Office. At the ticket counter, to the surprise and delight of the skinny salesgirl, I asked for a three-hour private tour.
She exclaimed while giving me a once-over, �Welcome to Mogao, the Louvre of the East!�
Maybe she was wondering, how could this ordinary-dressed young woman afford such a luxury, unaware that I�d been savoring the delicious papery texture of the thick pile of renminbi and U.S. dollars in my pants pocket for some time now. Anyway, I figured three hours of private time should be enough to brush shoulders with beauty.
After I told Little Zhang�my young, neatly dressed guide�that I was short on time, she smiled politely. �Miss, then I�ll first take you to see something very special in cave number 108.�
She led me on a short walk before we turned a corner where the cliff face of Mogao revealed its full-fledged majesty in front of my eyes. I held my breath at the stunning site�beehivelike cave temples surrounded by the vast expanse of sand, above which sat a boundless patch of sky in royal blue. More than a thousand years ago the monks, with nothing but their bare hands and a few primitive tools, had carved out the whole mountain to build these temples in the midst of golden infinity.
�Amazing, isn�t it? The whole temple built at the precipice of Mingsha Mountain.� The Mount of Singing Sand.
Before I could respond, she pointed upward to a cave. �You think you can make it up there?�
�I�ll try.�
�Don�t worry, it looks steep, but the climb is actually not that hard.�
After about fifteen minutes, during which the relentless sun, fierce concentration, and unsettling silence took over, we finally arrived at the entrance to the cave. She led me inside an officelike area where a young man was arranging paper, pens, pencils, plastic trays, small boxes, and other paraphernalia on a wooden desk.
�Hi. How come only one guest?� the young fellow asked, giving me a suspicious once-over. �A bad day?�
Zhang hit his shoulder with her small fist, giggling. �You know very well that�s a good day. Less work and more money.�
�All right, now go do your job, we�ll talk later.�
Zhang sent him a flirtatious glance, then handed me a small flashlight and motioned me to follow her into the dim interior. �Every cave here has this narrow entrance leading to the main chamber. This is to protect the cave and its art from the sunlight.�
Walking in front of me, she directed her light to shine on depictions of flying goddesses playing musical instruments, while continuing to explain in her tourist guide�s singsong voice, �Although this cave is more than one thousand years old, it is very well preserved. See, all the colors�malachite green, ochre, lapis lazuli�all still vibrant with only minimum damage.�
Seeing the turquoise of one goddess�s robe unbelievably luminous, my finger, as if suddenly possessed by an independent will, reached to touch.
Quickly Zhang grabbed my wrist. Her move was so sudden and her grip so sharp and strong that I let out a loud �Aiiiiya!�
�Sorry,� she said, without looking as if she were, �you cannot touch. Any slight human contact will cause severe damage. Miss, if everyone is curious like you, these frescoes will be gone in no time!�
�I�m sorry,� I said, not meaning it either. Bitterness and depression always engulfed me when I could not touch what was beautiful.
But soon after we stepped inside the main room, both my bitterness and depression fizzled out like bubble water.
A huge, towering Guan Yin, the Goddess of Compassion, looked down at me with lowered eyes. Gigantic yet refined, her face exuded compassion. I followed her hands up to a small Buddha sitting on the front of her bejeweled crown. Orange-pink, maroon, and turquoise ribbons flew out from behind her brown robe, frolicking in intricately choreographed dances. The goddess looked so powerful and her energy so strong that all my own negative energy was extinguished�even my annoyance at Zhang.
Just when I was in the process of being purified by this stunning image, Zhang�s voice rose next to my ears. �This is a Tantric Guan Yin done eight hundred years ago. Named Thousand-Arms Guan Yin, she could reach out to help the many needy beings in the sea of suffering. She��
I cut off her rote recitation. �Little Zhang, do you mind leaving me alone with Guan Yin for a few minutes?�
She cast a curious glance at me, as if asking why would I want to be alone when I�d paid extra for the private tour? �All right, but make sure you don�t touch anything and give me your camera. I�ll be waiting at the office.� She had barely finished when her scrawny hand reached out to snatch away my camera. Then her small feet swiftly carried her petite frame outside the cave.
With Guan Yin all to myself, I quietly admired her serene face, her flowing robe, and the glowing halo behind her back. My desire to take pictures had vanished like the morning dew. Now I did not want to disturb the goddess�s peace or remember her beauty through mere sheets of glossy paper. I stared at her, trying to burn her image into my mind, so it would never get lost but would stay with me till the end of my days.
More meditative moments passed, then a realization struck me. The circle framing the goddess�s back was not a huge halo but a disc painted with hundreds of compact arms.
The image was so powerful that I fell back a step. Or was I being pushed by the goddess�s overwhelming qi?
Captivated by this thousand-year-old, thousand-armed woman, I slowly moved my eyes to meet hers. Besides the pair on her face, there was another on her forehead and one on each of her thousand extended palms. I felt my body floating in a trance, enjoying the delicious sensation of riding waves of her powerful yet gentle vibrations. Then something strange happened.
Guan Yin was crying.
Tears flooded from her eyes, not only those on her face but all her other eyes in unison.
My heart knocked against my ribs.
To my disbelief, something more happened.
The goddess�s innumerable eyes were moving around as if to scrutinize the room. Her thousand arms made circular movements like an octopus�s tentacles, choreographing some mystical dance in the surreal space�.
I pinched my own cheeks, then rubbed my eyes. �No, this can�t be real. I�m just hallucinating!�
In fact, I didn�t want to know the truth. I wanted to keep this experience in a secret chamber of my heart, safely locked away forever. Does the truth always matter?
As I hurried toward the exit, I felt the goddess�s many blinking hands reaching out toward my sweating back�.
I ran to the office, snatched my camera back from Zhang, dashed down the stairs to level ground, and climbed onto the first available bus back to Dunhuang.

5
Xinjiang�New Frontier

That night I stayed at a hotel in Dunhuang. As I lay awake in bed, through my mind floated the image of Guan Yin with her thousand weeping eyes and waltzing arms. Had the goddess tried to tell me something? To be more compassionate�since we sentient beings are all suffering in one way or another on this polluted planet? That I should have been nicer to Alex Luce?
Apparently, my ability to �see� was still very much alive after all these years.
As a child, my acute sensitivity to vibrations from other dimensions made me �the little girl who sees things.� Most adults dismissed my �seeing� as a lonely child�s overactive imagination, but a few, mostly older Chinese, asked me to �lend my eyes� to explain mysteries, communicate with the dead, and visit an apartment before its purchase to see if it was still infested with �unclean� presences.
My ability to �see� had started when I was a child and my mother was accused of stealing a stack of cash from the church where she worked as a cleaning lady. No one could prove if she had really taken the money or if it had been stolen by someone else. I was four, an age when Chinese believe a child can see through all the contaminations of this world down to the bare truth. So, a church member who was a master of Xuanguang Shu, Magic of the Mysterious Light, suggested they use me to find the truth. Of course no one told me what this was all about. I was just asked to tell what I saw.
So one day, surrounded by the church board members and the minister, the man performed his magic by casting a light onto the wall, then asked me if I saw anything. I told them that a bald man in a checkered shirt went inside a room, opened a drawer, took out something, and put it in his pocket. After that, the accusation against my mother was dropped.
And my reputation spread. But I hated it when a grinning adult face would thrust itself in front of me, and out of its mouth shot the inevitable, saliva-sprayed-in-all-directions question, �Honey, can I borrow your eyes for a sec?�
Once, to spite an annoying, ugly-as-death, middle-aged man, I spat back with a thick dollop of mouth water, �Yes! Now, right in front of me, I am seeing you, your debt collectors, your dead wife, your cooked dogs and cats!�
Unfortunately, at less than four feet in height, I failed to create the arc necessary for my dollop of mouth water to reach his face, so it just landed pathetically on his shoe. However, my dollop�s failed mission was offset by my curse�s successful one. The man dashed away as if he�d just been summoned by the King of Hell with a megaphone.
Seeing him flee, I laughed till tears spilled from my eyes, blurring my would-be-ten-dollar vision�the price he�d offered to pay for the use of my �eyes.�
After this incident, I kept to myself what I saw of yin things trespassing into the yang sphere. In fact, I made a deliberate effort to suppress, or ignore, my yin eye.
But now, all by myself in this remote land, I believed that my other-worldly vision, after all these years, was trying to sneak back like a discarded mistress�.

The following morning, I woke up at six to catch the twelve-hour train ride to Urumqi, the capital of Xinjiang�a Muslim oasis city in China�s westernmost province.
I decided to stay at the relatively expensive Welcome Guest Hotel, which cost me one hundred fifty renminbi a night for the cheapest room (the most expensive was five hundred), in the hope that the staff of this international hotel would provide me with information about habitable places near the Mountains of Heaven�the second destination on my Silk Road journey.
After a late lunch of flat bread and milk tea at the hotel�s elegant, blue-tiled, Islamic-style banquet hall, I went back to the reception desk. Scrutinizing the three receptionists�one man and two women�I finally picked the broad-faced young man and asked if he knew anything about villages near the Mountains of Heaven.
He studied me curiously. �There are a few, but why would you want to live in a village instead of at our hotel?�
�I need to be there for business.�
�What kind?�
�Hmm� something personal.� That�s really none of your business!
Now he looked at me suspiciously. �Miss, you traveling alone?�
�Yes.� Damn, I really shouldn�t have told him this!
�Then it�ll be too difficult doing this by yourself. I know most of the villages in that area. Why don�t I take you around?�
I studied his face and thought for a while. �How much does that cost?�
He scratched his big, crew-cut head. �What about five hundred renminbi including renting a car and gas?�
�Why so expensive?�
�Because it may take a whole day before you find the right one.�
After some bickering we settled at four hundred.
Since he worked at this international hotel, I figured he would not jeopardize his job by robbing or killing me. But it never hurt to be extra cautious. �Are you married? Any children?�
He laughed a hearty belly laugh. �Ha, my boy has just turned one year old.� Then he fished a photo from his pocket and thrust it under my eyes.
A chubby baby held by a young woman stared back at me, smiling.
�Very cute, and your wife is very pretty.� I smiled, handing the photo of the two treasures back to its owner.
Good, a family man. I should be in safe hands.
�You bet,� he said, pocketing the photo.
�All right, what about tomorrow, after you finish work?�
�OK, come back here tomorrow at five then.�
As I was about to turn to leave, a familiar voice shouted �Lily!� next to my ear.
I turned.
�Alex, what are you doing here?�
He shrugged, looking a bit amused. �Traveling, like you.�
�How come��
�Lily, don�t look so shocked. This is a very popular hotel in a very popular tourist city, so there�s always a chance of running into your fellow travelers.�
Seeing that I was not able to respond, he smiled sunnily. �Can I invite you��
I cut him off sharply. �Alex, don�t you see I�m busy right now?�
Broad Face and a young couple being served by another receptionist turned to look at me disapprovingly.
Embarrassed, I softened my tone. �Why don�t we meet tomorrow for breakfast here. Is eight-thirty OK?�
�Sure, see you tomorrow then,� Alex said, then cast me a deep look before he disappeared into a crowd of tourists.
I turned back to Broad Face. �Now there�s a change of plan. Can we leave here tomorrow morning early�at six?� I needed to get away before Alex woke up.
He nodded enthusiastically. �Yes, of course!�
�You don�t need to work tomorrow?�
�I�ll take care of that.�
Of course, he�d rather miss a day�s work�even if he had to pay a small penalty�to make a fortune of four hundred renminbi.
A mischievous smile blossomed on his face. �That foreigner your boyfriend?�
I was not going to answer a personal question like this, so I asked instead, �What�s your name?�
�Little Fong.�
�All right, Little Fong, remember we need to make an early start. Be here at six tomorrow morning. Don�t make me wait.�
Another belly laugh exploded in the air. �Ha, Miss, if a pretty woman can trust me to have a big, fat baby boy, why can�t you trust me to be punctual?�

My four hundred renminbi proved to be well spent. Little Fong, though nosy, did a good job of driving me around the Mountains of Heaven to the edge of the Taklamakan Desert, where I found a tiny village not on my map that seemed suitable. The small village was located along a dried desert river that once flowed from the Mountains of Heaven. Kucha, an ancient Buddhist kingdom that ran along the northern edge of the Taklamakan Desert, was not too far away, and I felt safer being near a city. Moreover, it was also close to a larger, two-thousand resident village with a local TV channel and telephones.
Little Fong even helped me to negotiate renting a mud-brick cottage. However, what I felt most grateful for was that he took me to register in the village for a temporary resident card. Because I intended to stay for a while, I paid the owner, who would also be my nearest neighbor, two months� rent in advance. The main reason I picked this village was that it cost almost nothing�less than my car ride from the hotel. Of course I could afford something better, but I wanted to be cautious about money just in case. The landlady was a young, stout, and round-faced Xinjiang woman named Keku. Despite our differently accented Mandarin, we actually communicated easily. She told me I would be safe because no one would come all the way here to visit, let alone to steal.
So the village must be that poor.
The tiny cottage was practically empty except for a small lamp next to a �bed� consisting of a brick platform covered with a tattered blanket. Four thin tiles placed at a small corner would be the �kitchen,� once I bought a propane burner. Water for bathing and cooking had to be brought in buckets from a communal tap. Business , be it major or minor, was to be conducted either in a shared makeshift hut over a pit place some distance outside the cottage or in a bucket inside the house.
Staring at this extremely depressing place I would now call home, my heart sank. However, it was not that it didn�t possess any redeeming features: the golden sand dunes receding to infinity; the occasional camels� cries, remote as the callings of a lover from a past life; in the distance the peaks of the Mountains of Heaven wavering above the desert as if in a dream of paradise.
I made up my mind to turn this cottage into something less depressing, and if possible, even appealing. For an extra fifty renminbi , Little Fang brought me to the neighboring village market to shop. I bought cooking supplies, chopsticks, plates, cups, a tablecloth, canned food, a gas burner and heater, a blanket, two pillows, and a small wooden table with two stools.
It took me a whole week to fix up the cottage. I put up curtains made from old clothes Keku gave me. Then one morning when I went outside to look for plants, I found some thorny shrubs covered with tiny silvery scales. By the road I found two abandoned tires. After dragging them home, I made them into sofas by covering them with Keku�s leftover clothes.
Keku gave me two discarded calendars from previous years. I cut off the grids and pasted the pictures on the wall. One was the Heavenly Maiden Scattering Flowers. Her sweet face and the waltzing flowers against a cloud-laden, azure sky immediately lifted my mood. The other was a Chinese garden with a pavilion and a vermillion bridge arched over a pond laced with goldfish. Keku also gave me her red headscarf, three crates, and a part-time functional boom box with five Xinjiang folk music tapes. From one of the occasional passing three-wheeled carts, I bought an assortment of candles and a small carpet. Now at night, three reddish-orange candles stood on my wooden crates, scattering yellowish light in my little home like mini desert-setting suns.
A week later, I looked around my tiny refuge and felt a surge of happiness�like the rising desert sun.

My neighbors were mostly Uyghur people who lived a very meager life with few possessions. It surprised me how quickly I was able to make friends in this small piece of exotic land. Most of the men either farmed or worked in the next village as vendors selling clothes, fabrics, plastic utensils, dried fruits, grilled lamb. The wives, besides taking care of their small children, helped raise cows and sheep and sewed hats and clothing at night to take in extra income.
At first, the village women would bring their little ones to play in front of my cottage, peer inside my house to watch my every move, then giggle and run away when I spotted them. Everyone knew about the �stranger in town.� Some cast me friendly glances, while others, especially older people, watched my every move as if I were a shadow that had just lost its body. I tried my best to keep a smile on my face wherever I went.
To please the friendly yet overcurious villagers, I decided I would give the women cheap jewelry and spices and the old people medicine oil I bought in the next village. For the children, I�d bribe them with candies and small toys so they�d run simple errands for me�taking pictures, delivering messages, and finding oddities for me like strangely shaped stones, twigs, or fossils.
Once I had finished fixing up my cottage and had time on my hands, I began to stroll around taking pictures. Local women and children adorned with colorful scarves and exotic costumes were my favorites. My other subjects included poplar and fig trees, the sheep and cows raised by the villagers, passing three-wheeled carts loaded with trinkets, and the little store that sold plastic utensils, sugar, flour, spices, dried fruits, canned food. When I tired of this I would go back to my cottage and write in my journal or reread the books I had brought with me.
As much as I was happy with the cheerful decoration of my new home, I also felt uncomfortable living there, especially at night. When the temperature dropped, even with my blankets, I felt chilled and sometimes my teeth would chatter. Anything moving outside my window would make me think of visitors from another dimension. Then I found myself thinking of Alex. It would be really nice to have him around. Men are useful after all. There are so many things they can do, both inside and outside a house, in a city or out in the desert�let alone having a warm body as company.
In fact, what really bothered me at night was not the cold, but something else. I felt suffocated. But by what? It took me a few days to realize it was the qi. It�s not that its circulation was blocked, but that it was oppressive. Strangely, though the cottage was tiny and its qi constricted, I also felt engulfed by an immense, chilly emptiness. Some nights I had nightmares of floods and woke up gasping for air. Were the tears from Guan Yin flooding all the way from Mogao to this village? Who was she crying for?
I seemed to find the answer one day when I took a long walk half a mile away from my cottage.
A graveyard.
There were just five graves, all marked with a thin wooden board inscribed with faded red paint. As I was trying to decipher the characters on the first grave marker, I suddenly heard footsteps in the distance. Swiftly I moved behind a boulder to watch.
It was a fortyish, muscular, tan-faced man.
He walked straight to one of the graves, dropped to his knees, and fervently prayed. Then he did the same at all the other graves, his face sad beyond words. My heart would often melt when I saw a sad face; for me it was a window to tragedy, mystery, and poetry�qualities that fascinated me. But this one looked so sad that there was no room left for any of these.
Finally when the man finished his prayer, he stood up, pressed his lips against each grave marker, and started to leave. I lowered myself so he wouldn�t see me. With his eyes unfocused and his expression hollow, I doubted if he was alert to anything around him, except perhaps those six feet under.
After making sure that the stranger was gone, I went up to take a good look at the two graves to which he�d paid the most respect. I took out my pen and paper, trying to copy the inscriptions, but one of them was so damaged that I ended up copying only one.
Back home, I asked Keku to translate the inscription for me.
1981�1986 Tangri, beloved son of the Limbit family. His five years of life on this planet gave joy and peace to many people, especially his loving parents and doting grandparent. May his beautiful body and soul rest in heaven.

I couldn�t even imagine the overwhelming sorrow to have lost a child at this tender age. What had happened?
Later, I asked Keku more about the burial sites, but she only widened her eyes. �Nobody knows. Nobody goes.�
Then I told her about the sad-faced stranger. �Do you think it was his son buried there?�
�Don�t know. Never ask. Bad luck. Better not go there yourself.�
�You�re not curious about this man and his dead relatives, friends?�
She didn�t answer my question, but sighed. �Miss Lin, now understand why rent cheap?� She paused, then, �Why no people, no thieves come here steal?�
I felt a shudder inside. Who were this village�s real residents, the Muslims or the phantoms?
But I thought it might actually turn out to be something good. Maybe I could know this area better by communicating with spirits�ancestors who might tell me tales about the mountains and the desert that the living didn�t know or wouldn�t tell. Of course, I would not tell anyone about this ability of mine, for I had no intention of being stigmatized by my new acquaintances as crazy or, worse, a witch.
Since my teens, I�d been attracted to graveyards�perfect places for me to read without the slightest disturbance, since the dead stay out of your way and don�t try to engage you in boring conversations. I�d never had more than one or two friends for I never had much in common with my classmates.
Besides the ordinary dead people, there were other kinds of spirits I connected with, especially deceased authors. So from time to time, I�d skip class and take the bus to the graveyard in Happy Valley where I would read Sense and Sensibility, Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights, Alice in Wonderland, The Sun Also Rises�
When I tired of reading my books, I�d walk around to read inscriptions on gravestones. I found it fascinating when a person died either very young or very old, since I was alive but stuck in between. I also tried to talk to the deceased, easing my teenage angst and filling my mind with otherworldly romances. The graveyard was an escape from the boredom of school and life into a world of fantasy and magical possibilities.
After I found the graveyard, my nocturnal feeling of suffocation stopped but the cold, empty feeling lingered.

A few days later, I was eating my simple breakfast of bread and milk and listening to cheerful, exotic Xinjiang tunes when I heard stirring outside the door. I went to lift the curtain, peered outside the window, and was astonished to see Alex Luce fidgeting in front of the entrance.
Like a hungry ghost, this kid just wouldn�t leave me alone!
I flung open the door and screamed in his face, �Alex, what are you doing here? You following me again?�
But his young face, agonized and exhausted, instantly melted my heart.
�Don�t be mad, Lily. I just wanted to be sure you�re OK.�
�I�m fine.� Seeing that he was sweating heavily under the hot sun, my heart melted again. �You want to come in?�
He nodded.
Inside, I signaled for him to sit on one of the floral �sofas.� After that, I poured water for him in a tin cup, then sat opposite him.
�I just moved here.�
�What do you mean by moved here?�
He pointed to the far distance outside the window. �I�ll camp over there.�
�At the graveyard?� I couldn�t believe my ears. �Why, are you out of your mind?�
�So I can look out for you, Lily, in case anything happens.�
�So you followed me here?�
�I paid the guy at the hotel to tell me where you are. I hope you aren�t offended.� He lowered his head. His voice came out tender like water, just what I needed in the desert.
Then he gulped down his water, put down the cup with a gentle clink, and looked me in the eyes. �Lily, I�m in love with you.�
I tried to sound calm despite my desert-hot emotions. �But, Alex, we hardly know each other.�
�Does it really matter? Either you love or you don�t, there�s no but in a relationship.�
�Then what do you want?� I asked, feeling hot, uneasy, impatient.
�Let me love you by taking care of you.�
�You never asked if I�m also in love with you.�
�Are you?�
His eyes were so tender that I felt my bones dissolving. Was I in love with him? It was a question I did not want to ask myself. But I was moved by this young man�s stubborn efforts to take care of me, to� love me. And I had to admit I did like to look at his delicate face and his lean body. Any girl would be ecstatic to have his company just for the sake of vanity. Then why would he choose me, years older? Was he starving for sisterly�or motherly�affection?
I didn�t answer his question, but said, �I already have a boyfriend.�
He looked stunned for a few seconds, then, �So� are you going to marry him, this boyfriend of yours?�
I didn�t respond.
A long silence fell between us before he spoke again, this time with urgency. �He�s married with kids, isn�t he?�
Did this young man possess a third eye, or was �screwed by a married man� written like bright graffiti on my forehead?
�He said he would,� I muttered, feeling completely drained.
�Married men always say that to their mistresses so they�ll stay�in bed.�
Stung by this unwelcome yet veritable remark, my voice shot out high like a jumping frog. �Alex, why don�t you find someone your age and leave me alone?�
�I�m not interested in girls my age. They�re like dolls, and I�m not a girl.�
�Do you want me because you miss your mother?�
�Lily, I don�t care how old you are, only who you are.�
�You hardly know me.�
�Then why don�t you tell me more about yourself?�
I blurted out, �All right. I�m an adventurer and an aspiring novelist writing a coming-of-age family saga based on my own life. My parents are both dead, so I�m all by myself on this planet.�
�I�m sorry.�
�You satisfied? Now tell me, what do you love in me.� My answer came out cold deliberately to cover the heat spreading inside me.
�You�re brave, beautiful, talented, and unusual.�
�How am I unusual?�
�I�ve never encountered a woman who travels by herself in a third-world country, let alone on the Silk Road, in a deserted village, and insists that she be left alone. I admire your bravery. But it�s also unbelievably stupid.�
I winced from his bluntness. �Did you just say stupid?�
�Yes! Haven�t you ever thought that a pretty young woman traveling by herself, in a third-world country, is an invitation for trouble? That�s why I�m here, to look out for you.�
Before I had a chance to respond, he threw me another question. �Why do you travel alone?�
I was not going to answer this, so I asked instead, �Alex, what makes you think you can take care of me?�
�Just trust me, would you?�
My voice, instead of keeping its cultivated cool, now came out vulnerable like a wounded kitten. �Alex, please, I don�t know�.�
He stood up and moved toward me in quick strides. Then our bodies, arms, and lips entangled. But we didn�t make love. After long, convoluted kisses and caresses, I hardened my heart and asked him to leave.
�Please, Alex, now leave and leave it at that. And don�t come back to see me. I really don�t need more complications in my life.�
He stared deeply at me and let out a long sigh before he walked to the door, then closed it behind him, leaving me alone in the cottage.
My heart sank.
How did this trip turn out to be so complicated at every step? And I had just barely started to retrace my aunt�s route!
I was touched and intrigued by Alex�s gentleness and concern. Yet, why did he choose me? Should I be suspicious? But he looked too young and innocent to be contaminated by the dust and poison of this world. Besides, he couldn�t possibly know about my upcoming fortune. Anyway, I needed to focus, not to be distracted by an attractive face or tongue-entangling, soul-losing kisses.

That night I dreamed that Alex and I were husband and wife, living in the desert where we were left alone by the civilized world. We hunted wild animals, climbed mountains to gather herbs, watched the constellations circle above us, and made passionate love on the warm sand. While my moans were echoed by the nearby dunes, my tanned, naked body rose and fell to the rhythm of the shifting sands and his thrusting torso. Peering over my lover�s shoulder, I saw the dazzling sun, trying to melt our two writhing bodies into one.
One day, when we were very old, we died making love under the moonlight. Ten years later our bodies�preserved by the dry climate and still in the �banquet-from-the-backyard� beneficial position�were discovered by an explorer monk�.
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Witnessed by the Desert

The next day, to distract myself from Alex, I decided to call Chris Adams. Keku�s husband gave me a ride to the next village, where international phone calls could be made at a post office.
The connection went through after the fifth ring. A happy surprise!
�Chris?�
�Lily? Why didn�t you call earlier? I�ve been worried about you!� My former professor�s irritated voice rolled toward me from eight thousand miles away. �Where are you now?�
I apologized for not calling earlier, then told him I was now living at a cottage in a small oasis village at the desert�s entrance.
�I decided to live here for a while to have a sense of the place.�
�So you�re really going to settle down on the Silk Road? Then what about me?�
�Chris, don�t be childish; you have your family and I my desert. Anyway, I�ll be back before you know it.�
He again asked the purpose of my trip, but as before, I was evasive. So the conversation went round and round like a cat chasing its tail. Finally I changed the subject to ask about Jenny and Preston, then told him there was no way he could contact me since I didn�t have a phone.
�Then what if you�re in trouble, or sick?�
�Don�t worry, Chris, I�ll take good care of myself. Besides, I�m sure the very nice Uyghur people here will provide help when needed.�
�All right, then take very good care of yourself and call me more often. I love you.�
�Me too,� I said, my declaration sounding unconvincing even to my own ears.
Outside the post office, I walked around to clear my mind and calm my nerves, then went inside a store to do some shopping, and after that hired a donkey cart home.
Back inside my cottage, I vigorously plunged myself into cleaning so I didn�t have to think about Chris and the disturbing phone call. Not long after, feeling exhausted, I put on a Xinjiang music tape and turned up the boom box�s volume. Gradually, the cheerful, rhythmic folk tunes began to soothe my nerves and energize me. I picked up a book and tried to read, but the music was so therapeutic that I closed my eyes instead and let the tunes be both host and guest in my cottage and my mind.
I didn�t know how long I�d been soaking myself in the winelike music when frantic knockings on the door woke me from my dreamlike state. Was it Keku for a chat, or a neighbor to borrow condiments? I hurried to the door.
�Keku?�
I swung open the door and saw the face that had been forcefully pushed out of my mind, yet equally missed.
�Lily, please let me in.�
�Alex, how come you�re still here?�
�Sorry, it�s too cold camping out there tonight, so can I stay with you for just a short while before I find a place?� he said, tightening the jacket around his chest with his trembling hands.
�Of course you can.� I let him in, then closed the door.
�Trust me, Lily��Alex put down his heavy backpack on the floor��I won�t� disturb you.�
I almost chuckled at his boyish seriousness, but I kept my cool, even if only on the surface. �Alex, it�s bitter cold out there and I�m not a monster. Stay as long as you want.�
I immediately regretted what I�d said, realizing what this might possibly lead to. I really shouldn�t betray Chris, and so fast! But could I refuse a young man who might freeze to death in a ghost-infested graveyard into my home?
Studying his face, I envisioned what would soon happen as sadness rose inside me.
I snatched my blanket and threw it to him. �Take a seat and wrap this around you. I�ll fix tea.�
I turned down the boom box�s volume, poured water in a pot, and placed it on the gas stove, then started a fire.
Alex�s voice sneaked its way into my ears. �Lily, I really like your place. I�ve never seen something so cozy and beautiful in a desert.�
�Thanks. You�ve been to many houses in the desert?� I cast him a sidelong glance. His face, looking so happy and sad at the same time, tugged at my heart.
When the water was boiling, I dropped in a tea bag, let it brew for a minute, then handed it to my first desert visitor, or intruder, together with a piece of bread with jam.
Alex started to eat and drink ravenously. Poor thing, he must be starving. The bread was a two-day-old leftover, but he ate it with as much relish as if it were a freshly baked French baguette.
�Alex, there�s more food if you want. I just stocked up from the market today.�
�Tell me what you have, and I can cook you a nice meal.� His face rose from the steaming cup, now looking refreshed and spirited.
�Can you cook, too?� The �too,� of course, referred to Chris. I was sure he already understood, this smart kid.
�Of course. I�ve been cooking and taking care of myself since I was ten. What do you have?�
�Salted meat, sausage, herbs, potatoes, onions, canned fish, packaged soup��
�That�s good enough. Trust me, it�ll be a nice dinner.�

That night, after a very satisfying meal, we made love for the first time. I felt I should give him warmth and love, which he had obviously been hungry for for a very long time. The simple fact was, I did find him attractive. I was beginning to think that the moment our eyes had met, witnessed by the ancient warriors, our fate was linked. Try as I might to blind myself to what was happening, I couldn�t hide from heaven�s all-seeing eyes.
Unlike Chris, who was like a panther filled with masculine energy and could be rough when he felt like it, Alex was very gentle to me as if I were a virgin whose body was shyly covered, or revealed, by silk. His tongue was tentative and his hands were careful to please my body but not hurt it. However, his lack of experience didn�t hinder his passion. He embraced me like a giant octopus, tentacles reaching for every nook and cranny of my writhing body.
When he came, he screamed with abandon, which pleased me tremendously. Zeal, infatuation, longing, desire, hunger, youthful energy, and sadness�all seemed expressed in this long, heaven-shattering scream. A scream with emotion so raw, so rich, and so complex that I was both stunned and moved. Had he experienced so much suffering in his twenty-one years of existence? Wondering, tears swelled in my eyes as I cuddled close to my desert lover.
Alex tousled my hair with his gentle hand; like vintage wine, his voice poured and spread in the dark. �Lily, now our lives and souls are linked together forever.�
I didn�t respond; I didn�t have an answer for that now, or for the future.
He added, �From now on, I will not live without you.�
�Alex, I think you�re too young to know what you really want in life.�
�Wrong, I know exactly what I want since I began to take care of myself at ten.�
I sighed. �Hai� Alex, relax. Let�s just live in the moment, at least for the time being, all right? I really don�t know what�s going to happen in six months,� I said, thinking of myself and my elusive three million dollars�like the rabbit forever in front of the greyhounds.
Alex was silent, seemingly deep in thought. Involuntarily my lips went to search his. He took my face in his hands, kissed my forehead, my eyes, my nose, my cheeks, my lips. �I�ll take very good care of you and do anything to protect you and make you happy.�
I didn�t respond, but looked out the window at the huge yellow moon resembling a womb as pregnant as my heart, together with the few stars scattered over the sky like diamonds displayed on a black velvet cloth.
When I turned back, Alex was already asleep, so I studied him under the moonlight streaming in from the window. Although he had only experienced the wind and dust of this world for twenty-one years, his face held something spiritual that possessed the power to calm. Who was this young man? In the silence I became aware of the ticking of my clock. And I knew that when enough time had passed, the answer, right or wrong, happy or sad, real or illusory, would eventually emerge.
Alex stirred, muttering in his half-dream state, �Lily, next time let�s make love in the desert.�
�But aren�t we now living in the desert? Alex, you�re tired, go back to sleep.�
He flipped me so his whole body was cupping mine from behind. �I mean we�ll go out to the desert in the evening and make love in the moonlight.�
�Then we�ll be frozen into two sand pillars.�
�Shhh�� Alex covered my mouth with his long fingers. �Don�t say ominous things like that. Let�s do it at sunrise, then.�

The following morning, when it was warm outside and the sun still hiding behind dunes, Alex came up to embrace me from behind, starting to take off my clothes, then his.
�What are you doing?�
�We�ll go outside.�
�Then we should get dressed.�
�Lily, I�ve been longing to make love with you in the desert for a long time. Now it�s warm and balmy, so let�s go,� he said, pushing me toward the door.
We were both completely naked, our clothes two crumpled masses on the floor.
�Are you out of your mind?�
�In nature, shouldn�t we go natural?�
He cast me a �Don�t pretend, you know exactly what I mean� wink, then swung open the door and pulled me outside.
I could�ve never imagined myself doing this in the desert with a man eight years my junior.
The sky was a dark gray with patches of Prussian blue and reddish brown. Like a private eye or a drug-sniffing dog, I looked around suspiciously, making sure no one was up and about this early. Then, feeling relaxed that Alex and I were the only ones who existed in the whole universe, hand-in-hand we dashed toward the tallest sand dune. Facing the emerging dim light, we stood holding and kissing each other for an eternity. After that, we lay our naked bodies on the sand, now turning a pinkish gold under rays of the awaking sun.
Alex wrapped me tightly in his protective arms, and we started to roll. It was a strange feeling. Above, a few lingering stars alternatively appeared and disappeared, like a string of spinning pearls teasing us to chase them. We rolled I didn�t know how long till we felt exhausted, and completely relaxed. Without a word, Alex started to kiss me, my face, my eyes, my lips, my neck, my nipples, my navel�. His tongue and lips slowly worked their way down until heat rose between my legs and I felt my whole body on fire.
Now I was covered with sand, and so was my young lover. Alex vehemently spit out the grit, then, with equal vehemence, tried to kiss the valley between my legs. I couldn�t help but smile at the comical sight. But more sand had come between his fiery desire and my deep, mysterious valley. Undeterred, he spit, then kissed again. I moaned and squirmed on the warm, grainy earth. My nails, like small insects, bit deeply into his bare shoulders painted golden brown by the virginal sunlight.
There was no wind, but the sand was still shifting, ever so slightly, making me dizzy with ecstasy. I realized that right here and now Alex and I were all alone, except the sky above, the sand beneath, and a few agonizingly twisted branches bridging the two in the distant horizon.
When Alex entered me, a few exotic birds flapped and flew with a mischievous Sqwwwwwk! seemingly approving my love while dissipating my hesitation to love. I noticed another one flapping and moving to and fro impatiently, as if trying very hard to get the same message through. I felt that not only my eyes but my entire body was crying. This experience of making love in the desert deepened my love, not only for Alex but for the whole universe and its cosmic energy to which I now felt so deeply connected.
Under heaven and above earth, amidst the singing sands and chirping birds, we had no one but each other. I thanked God for granting me this moment during which I felt so privileged to embrace the deepest mysteries and profoundest connection between a man and a woman from the beginning of time.
Finally, my young lover came with a howl. I truly believed that heaven could hear his love, this selfless passion and compassion of a man for a woman. So simple and innocent in the desert, yet so complicated and scheming in the civilized world. The sand responded by trembling beneath us, the dunes by echoing his �Ahhh� ahhh� ahhh�� like an undying mantra.
While Alex was still thrusting on top of me, I stifled an emotional cry and let out an animal one, followed by another, yet another. The feminine hollow between the dunes seemingly approved of our love through the sand�s continued singing and shifting as if in a cosmic dance.
After lovemaking, we relaxed on the sand, quietly holding each other and silently staring at the gradually illuminating mysteries above.
I remembered one time when I saw a picture of a naked woman lying in a meadow on clumps of blossoms. I thought no bed�even one with gold pillars and covered with the most expensive, hand-embroidered sheets�could compare with this bed of nature. Only the green grass, pink blossoms, and blue sky could bring out such unfathomable beauty, primitive femininity, and erotic spirituality of a woman. Now in the desert, the singing golden sand, the pink blushing of the waking sun, and the smoke-pale sky, what would that bring out in me?
I wished a professional photographer were here to take pictures.
But Alex and my love were witnessed by heaven and earth.
I turned to my lover and touched his face. �Alex?�
�Yes, my love?�
�You like this?�
�Of course! Actually I�m afraid that from now on I�ll become an addict.�
�You serious?�
�Yes!�
The echoes �Yes! Yes! Yes!�� came in rounds in the near and far distance, in this world and the other.
I chided. �Shhh� Alex, you shouldn�t wake up the mountains or the valleys. They�re also entitled to a good sleep.�
He turned to look at me, his eyes twinkling mischievously, just like the birds when they�d witnessed our enacting the passion between a man and a woman. �Oh, I think they�ve been awake the whole time to eavesdrop and peep at us shamelessly. And you know what?�
�What?�
�Now my addiction��
I pretended not to understand. �What addiction?�
�I want you again, my love.�
�So fast?�
�Don�t you always remind me that I�m only twenty-one years old? So, that�s how a twenty-one-year-old man behaves�.� Having said that, he lunged on top of me like a relentless tiger on his helpless prey.

From that day on, Alex and I lived together as lovers. It was that simple. And that complicated. Chris was guiltily, regretfully out of sight, out of mind. Or was he?
Many times I woke up in the middle of the night with Alex sound asleep next to me. Against the omnipresent silence in this deep womb of darkness, his soft breathing, the ticking of my clock, and the singing of the distant sand were all I needed and cared about.
I noticed his endearing habit�whenever he turned over in his sleep, he�d search for me, then wrap me in his arms, ever so gently, as if I were his newborn baby girl. Or he�d reach for my hand and take it into his. This innocent act deeply touched my heart. I felt loved and needed, like a mother whose baby�s hungry lips relentlessly sought her swelling, generous nipples. So nurturing, so erotic, and so heartbreaking. Had his mother held him like this before she gave him up�his tiny body in her arms, her nipple between his hungry lips?

7
The Herbalist Healer

Alex had been living with me for more than a week. The more days we spent together, the more I agonized over whether I should tell him why I was traveling alone on the Silk Road. Would he start to covet my inheritance and stop loving me for who I was? I didn�t have the slightest impression that greed could be inside his brainy head or hidden behind his innocent face. But one could never tell. Twenty-one or eighty-one, men covet the same things�money, power, status, high-fat gourmet food, pretty women, mind-blowing sex.
Then one day Alex reminded me that his parents would be visiting soon and that he would travel with them around China. Another surprise came when he said that after the family�s vacation, he�d take me to meet them.
I didn�t know how to respond to this. This kid was clearly serious about me. But what about his parents? Would they like me and approve of our relationship, or would they see me as the older woman who had shamelessly seduced their young son?
The morning of Alex�s departure to meet his parents in Urumqi, after we had breakfast and I helped him pack, he drew me into his arms and kissed me with a dying-to-be-relieved desire. We ended up making love on the floor.
When we finally finished our urgent business and were by the door about to leave, he turned to me. �Lily, I�ll miss you.�
�I�ll miss you, too, Alex.�
�Be safe.� He sighed heavily.
�Something wrong?�
�I worry about you. Anyway, I can��
�Don�t worry, Alex, I have Keku and her husband.�
�All right. I�ll be back before you know it.�
I walked Alex to the waiting donkey cart that would carry him to the next village to catch the bus to Urumqi. He hopped on, threw down his backpack, then leaned over to cup my face, kissing me deeply.
Then I watched and waved until his windblown hair and lean body were carried away into the distance above the four rickety wheels.

Without my young lover with me, everything felt different. The desert, once beautiful and poetic, put on an ominous mask. The birds� calls were cries of hungry ghosts looking for carcasses; the blowing wind, sobs of a heartbroken woman; the shifting of sands, eerie funeral songs.
I saw my landlady and neighbor Keku almost every day, my only friend in this small, dilapidated village. Sometimes she�d come to my cottage with her four-year-old son, Mito. Other times I�d knock on her door and Keku would invite me in. We�d sit on the carpeted floor by the window of her mud house, chat, and watch the sunset. Next to us, Mito would quietly play with plastic toys, desert plants, the sand under his feet, little insects, or would grasp the already-frayed hem of Keku�s dress, long worn because of his constant pulling to get motherly attention.
When I visited Keku, sometimes her woman friends were also there. Although they didn�t understand what my landlady and I talked about, they looked happy just sitting on the brick �bed� together to sip milk tea, talk in their Uyghur language, marvel at one another�s colorful bodices and knotted headscarves, and look at me with admiration. Once in a while Keku would translate our conversation to them. Funny or not, they�d all giggle till their backs arched into pretty curves, all the time looking at me admiringly.
I sought all the friendship I could get. The group of women was a major source for me to know what was happening in this remote village, not to mention that I was lonely and needed to be around people after Alex�s departure. But I refrained from making friends with men. Having had enough complications in my trip and in my life, gossip was the last thing I wanted. I was pretty sure Keku and the others were well aware of Alex�s existence but were too intimidated or embarrassed to inquire.
Most nights I�d think of Alex and could not sleep. Was he having a good time with his parents? Did he miss me as I did him?
Now all by myself, I also became very sensitive to things around me, including possible vibrations from the graveyard. I had already made a few trips there during the daytime, walking around, feeling its qi, meditating. Sometimes I�d just stare at the graves and the remnants of red paint on the thin boards. Did these belong to a family? I hoped not. What had happened?
Feeling unbearably sad and sorry, I�d always say a prayer to pacify the dead and their living relatives, if any.

The weeks slipped by, and so one day I decided it was time to put everything else aside and prepare for my journey. The first thing I needed to figure out was how to reach one of the highest peaks of the Mountains of Heaven to collect a special plant�snow lotus�required by Mindy Madison.
I had no idea how difficult, or dangerous, the trip might be. I needed to gather information from someone who knew both herbs and the mountain. Maybe an herbalist. Once during our casual conversation I asked Keku if she knew any; to my delight, her answer was yes.
�One in next village.�
�You�re his patient?�
She shook her head. �No. Never saw. Only heard very good.�
When I asked more, she said, �Go to his store and ask him. My husband, Abu, knows. He can take you there.�
Sounds like a plan.
* * *
The next day I rode behind Keku�s husband, Abu, on his motorcycle to the neighboring village to visit the herbalist, who was named Lop Nor. When Abu pulled to a stop and pointed to a small store, I was surprised to find that it was not located in the middle of the village but on its edge where there were practically no people around.
I got off the motorcycle, thanked Abu, and walked toward the store.
As I stepped inside the small place, what entered my vision was a tall Uyghur man in his forties, standing behind a counter and cautiously weighing herbs with a dainty scale that looked comically disproportionate to his strong build. He was wearing a white shirt and a gray muslin hat.
The man looked up and our eyes met.
Startled, I recognized the sad-faced man from the graveyard!
I forced a smile, stammering in Chinese. �Morning, are� you the herbalist?�
�Yes. I�m Lop Nor. You�ve come to see me?�
Good, at least he spoke Mandarin as I�d hoped.
I nodded, still feeling shocked by the discovery. To calm myself, I took a few deep breaths to inhale the soothing herbal aroma. Then I looked around the small, clean store, liking what I saw. Behind the herbalist stood a red lacquered medicine cabinet with drawers labeled with names of different herbs ranging from ginseng, red date, cinnamon twig, tangerine peel, chrysanthemum flowers, angelica, to something strange sounding like gromwell, motherwort, sealwort, henbane seed, fungus caterpillar, root of membranous milk vetch. On top were tall jars containing corpses of sea creatures or bugs drowning in yucky, yellowish liquid. Against another wall were placed four chairs above which hung a blanket with pleasing, abstract Islamic patterns. I noticed we were the only people in the store.
�Miss, please take a seat and tell me how you are not feeling well.�
I sat across from him on the other side of the counter. �Oh, I�m not sick, I� just need some herbs to enhance my qi.�
He looked at me intensely, probably trying to figure what kind of herbs I needed. As he towered over me, I examined this Uyghur man that I�d accidentally seen in the graveyard, noting his high cheekbones, hazel eyes, tea-laced-with-milk hair, and lined face. A mystery man. A sad man. I sensed that standing in front of me was a soul suffering from something beyond my experience and understanding.
Sitting down, he said in his soothing bass voice, �Put your hand on the counter and let me take your pulse.�
The glass felt cool on my skin. The herbalist, with acute concentration, pressed together his index, middle, and ring fingers on my wrist.
The creases on his forehead read like abstruse philosophical truths etched in an esoteric language waiting to be deciphered. His eyes, though sad, also emanated strong yang energy. However, what really caught my attention and made my heart ache were his hands�large, brown, leathery, scarred. His fingers were thick, calloused, tipped with nails lined with faint dark ridges. What had this man done with those hands�just collecting herbs on the mountain, or digging graves to house ghosts?
As his right hand was taking my pulse, his left stroked a big, translucent white jade pendant that hung from his neck on a leather string. A sense of d�j� vu welled up inside me while my arms began to tingle. I sensed this must be something that he�d loved and lost from a previous life.
It was an exquisite piece, and I wondered how it came to be in this bare village. Was it a priceless family heirloom?
As I was savoring the mystery washing over me like waves from Lop Nor, he turned to pull out a few drawers, taking pinches from each and weighing them meticulously on his diminutive scale. After that, he laid a mixture of dried fruits and herbs on a sheet of white paper and pointed to one of them.
�These are red dates, good for nourishing your blood, soothing your nerves, and replenishing your vital energy.� He cast me an intense look. �Miss, it�s your tension that depletes your qi.�
Then he lifted up a dark pink perforated plant. �This is raw lotus root to clear your heat, especially now that you�re in the desert. It�ll also stimulate your appetite.� He went on, pointing to some mushroomlike plant. �White fungus has a cooling effect and is excellent for women�s skin and complexion.�
He wrapped up the herbs with his scarred hands. �Back home, you put all these together with a piece of lamb and cook them in a water-filled pot for two hours. Drink the soup and eat the meat.�
Finally, he pointed to some dried, yellowish flowers. �This is chrysanthemum. Just pour hot water over it, let it brew for ten minutes, then drink it. It is slightly sweet, so it�ll help soothe your eyes in the desert heat. You understand?�
�Yes. Thank you so much for these, Mr. Lop Nor.�
He cast me a curious glance. �You�re Chinese?�
�Yes. I am Lily Lin.�
�Miss Lin��his owl-like eyes shot out a few suspicious sparks��what makes you come all the way to this village to see me?�
�Oh� I come here to research a book on the desert. I�m a writer.�
Without responding to what I�d said, he handed me the packages. �Come back if you feel unbalanced and need more herbs.�
�I definitely will, Mr. Lop Nor.� As I took it from him, my hand brushed against his rough one and I felt a minuscule jolt.
�You can just call me Lop Nor.�
�Thanks, Lop Nor.�
I paid him, thanked him again, and took leave.
This was an encouraging start.
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Chinese Herbs

In the two weeks that followed, I visited Lop Nor four times. Sitting inside his store permeated with the fragrance of herbs�dried or cooking in a pot�we chatted about various things: the Silk Road, politics in Urumqi, happenings in the desert villages, and his favorite subject, and now mine also, Chinese herbs. Although I had not been particularly attracted to Chinese medicine, Lop Nor�s erudition on the subject and his enthusiasm unexpectedly sparked my interest.
Of course I enjoyed this solemn-mannered gentleman�s company, but I had to admit that my goal was selfish�picking his brain about snow lotuses in the Mountains of Heaven. However, I never left his store without buying a few herbs�usually the more expensive kind�as a token of my appreciation for his knowledge and his willingness to share and, most important, to bond with him.
One time, when I bought some very expensive ginseng from him, he said, �This herb is extremely hard to obtain, its price is astronomical, and what you can get in most stores is fake�.�
�Fake? How?�
�They mix it with thin wires to increase the weight so the store can charge more. But when you buy from me you always have your money�s worth. And you get the real herbs, some I even risked my life for.�
It didn�t matter whether I believed him, just whether I could get more information about herbs on the Mountains of Heaven out of him. However, I was glad but also surprised that our friendship could develop so easily. Was I really that interesting? Or maybe he was simply lonely?

One morning after entering Lop Nor�s store, I found that he was not, as usual, sitting behind the counter fussing with his herbs and the tiny scale.
�Lop Nor, Lily�s here,� I called, but no one answered.
I looked around, then went through the store to the backyard. There was Lop Nor, bare-chested and wearing kung fu pants fastened at the ankles. He was standing with his muscular feet wide apart on the thin rim of a large, round, water-filled urn, seemingly focusing hard on his martial arts stance.
I stopped to watch, trying my best not to make any noise that might break his concentration. Lop Nor�s hands were alternately pushing forward and drawing back huge, imaginary waves. Then, about fifteen minutes later, to my utter amazement, the water inside the urn started to bubble, emitting a gurgling sound. Gradually, the sound increased in volume and the bubbles in ferocity. It was then I realized that the water was boiling by itself with no fire under it!
A loud, involuntary �Wah!� shot out from my mouth.
Swiftly Lop Nor jumped down from the urn, his eyes drilling holes in mine. �Miss Lin, what are you doing here?!�
His voice was loud and harsh. He had never before talked to me like that.
�Sorry, Lop Nor, I didn�t see you in the store so I came out and found you here.�
He slipped on his thin jacket while still penetrating my eyes with his tigerlike ones.
�Sorry,� I added nervously, �but the door was unlocked.�
�I must have forgotten to lock it. When you come back to this courtyard next time, please alert me right away. I don�t want to be put off balance by the presence of feminine energy,� he said, swiping away big beads of perspiration on his broad forehead with a white cloth.
�You�re able to sense that?�
�Yes, but I didn�t want to break off the qi in the middle of my practice. Not until you cut it off. I�m done now. Let�s go back to the store.�
Both awed and intimidated, I humbly followed this qi-boiling-water master back into his shop.
After we sat down by the counter, I asked, �Lop Nor, how can you make the water boil without fire?�
�I focus my qi.�
I was too stunned to say anything.
He smiled a little. �Actually I borrow it from the universe.�
�How can someone do that?�
�It takes many years of bitter practice plus a profound understanding of qi distribution in the cosmos.�
He went on to tell me some amazing stunts of qigong masters. His grandfather could direct qi from his fingertips to extinguish five lit candles and send a row of people stumbling back without even touching them.
�With qigong, you control all the energies of the universe.�
I knew even if I asked more it would be to no avail. My Westernized, ignorant mind was too shallow and unprepared for anything so grandiose. So, after some silence, I changed our conversation to what was most on my mind�visiting the Mountains of Heaven for the special snow lotus.
When I mentioned my desire to seek this peculiar herb, an alarmed expression fleeted across my healer friend�s face.
�Miss Lin, just let me know what you want, and I�ll get them for you. It�s not suitable for a young woman like yourself to travel there alone. The trip could be very dangerous if you don�t know your way.�
�But I must go there by myself.�
He studied me as if I were from another planet. �Do you speak Uyghur?�
�Of course not!�
�If you�re three thousand meters above sea level and get sick, do you know what to do? Do you have any experience living in uninhabited wilderness?�
�I�m afraid not.�
�Can you climb up icy cliffs and gather plants between their cracks?�
I shook my head, now feeling totally defeated.
�Then what makes you think you can get there by yourself?�
I sighed. �Because I have to.� I suppressed the rest of my thought�to get the three million dollars.
�No, that is very foolish of you.� He widened his eyes. �Let me get it for you. Or if you like, I can go with you.�
That didn�t seem such a bad idea, but should I trust him? Why not? Since he was a healer, I didn�t think he�d harm or cheat me. Besides, I believed there was already some kind of bond established between us.
�Anyway, I plan to visit the Mountains of Heaven soon, and the Black Dragon Pond to visit my relatives.�
�They live by the pond?�
�No, they are buried there.�
�What happened?� This revelation caught me by surprise; he�d never mentioned a family. My heart started to pound, awaiting something beyond my imagination, or reason.
�I�ll tell you when we�re there,� Lop Nor said while reaching to stroke the white jade pendant he always wore against his chest. I�d been noticing this habit of his and the luminous jade pendant for some time. A unique, exquisite piece. He seemed quite attached to it, but should he ever be willing to part with it, I would happily pay a lot.
�It�s a beautiful pendant. Is it old?�
My friend didn�t answer my question, but stood up and went to the small kitchen area next to the counter. �Now I�ll cook some dang gui with lamb to invigorate you, so you�ll have enough energy for your trip to the Mountains of Heaven.�
Even though I was Western educated, I had heard of dang gui. In the famous Cantonese opera Princess Chang Ping, every day the princess had her maid cook dang gui�dang means ought and gui means return. So the name is a synonym for �time to come home.� The princess believed that the cooking of this herb would speed up her husband�s return.
Ridiculous, I almost blurted out, but stopped myself just in time.
Instead I asked, �Why is dang gui good for women?�
Lop Nor put the ginseng-like herb inside the pot together with some thin strips of lamb, then put a lid on the pot. After cooking for a while, he began to fan the fire with one hand while stirring the pot with his other. �Because it adjusts your qi and nourishes your blood. Dang gui is the best tonic and fortifier for women. It will enter the heart, liver, and spleen meridians to regulate qi and menstruation.�
�Wow, that sounds really impressive.� I lifted up the lid and stared into the broth, now beginning to emit a pungent, bittersweet smell.
Lop Nor cast a sidelong glance while sprinkling the soup with some black herbs. �Maybe you don�t really believe in it. But this has been helping women in China for thousands of years.�
Next he dropped a few dried lumps into the boiling pot. �This is dan shen root to cool, nourish, and enhance your circulation. Your yin body type needs it.�
That made sense. After all I must have plenty of yin, since I possessed yin eyes to see spirits. But of course I was not going to offer this piece of yin information to a very yang man like him. Nor did I think it was the right time to ask him about his mysterious visit to the graveyard. But didn�t he imply that his family was buried near the lake?
So, instead of asking him about his dead relatives, I asked Lop Nor to tell me more about life-prolonging herbs.
�Yin foods grow in shaded places, so they are cool and moisturizing. Yang foods are warm because they grow exposed to the sun. Your body belongs to the cool type so you should eat more spicy, energy-giving yang food like meat and stews to generate heat in your body and stimulate your qi to circulate. However, since you�re now living in the hot, dry desert, your body needs to protect its yin energy.�
Talking, he lifted the lid and studied the boiling contents while stirring the mixture in a gentle, rhythmic motion.
He went on. �Herbs are consumed to balance, cooling the body in summer and warming it during winter, so we won�t get heatstroke or chilled. Chinese medicine aims for the balance of qi in our body. We prepare herbs to prevent diseases, not to cure after we�ve caught them.�
Now the pleasant smell of the soup filled the room. After more stirring, my friend carefully ladled the contents of the pot into a big ceramic bowl.
Both the soup and meat tasted unbelievably good. After only a few sips and bites, I already felt my whole body warming up in a very comforting way.
Lop Nor asked, �Feel the heat inside you now?�
I nodded, sending another spoon of soup into my mouth. �Yes, excellent soup, thank you so much, Lop Nor.�
�You should feel the qi emanating from the soup, since I sent my qi into it,� he said.
I gave him a curious look.
He returned my look with a �how-come-you-never-heard-about-this� expression. �You have to be able to practice for a long time to do this.�
I quickly drank another spoon of the dark liquid. How could a Uyghur man in this remote village talk so eloquently like a traditional Chinese scholar?
�Lop Nor, may I ask how you know all this?�
�From my grandfather, who was a Chinese herbalist and qigong master.� He paused, then said, �Because of him, although my father was Uyghur, the cultivation of qi for longevity was very much emphasized in my family.�
�So your parents are still enjoying their longevity?�
To my surprise, Lop Nor�s expression suddenly turned unfathomable, and even bitter.
All he said was, �They should have.�
�What do you mean�something happened?�
Just then a fortyish Uyghur woman wearing a colorful headscarf and matching outfit stepped inside the store with a young boy. A gap-toothed smile bloomed on her long, brown face.
Lop Nor immediately went up to the duo and led them to sit down by the counter next to me.
She spoke in a language totally lost on me. However, her expression told me she was very upset about something concerning the boy, probably her son, for they looked almost identical.
My friend started to examine the boy�s eyes, face, tongue, and pulse. After that, he spoke to the mother in the same strange language.
To my puzzlement, the woman raised her voice and gesticulated wildly as if arguing, but my herbalist friend remained calm and continued to explain patiently, what I had no idea. He turned to speak to the boy in a very gentle voice, but the kid responded by shaking his head and starting to cry. Then to my surprise, the woman suddenly pinched her son�s ear. This time the boy responded by yelling and crying hysterically, spitting something imaginary from his mouth.
Lop Nor tried to explain more, but the woman, her expression furious and her face turning purple, pulled her son out of the store.
After they�d left, I asked, �What happened?�
My friend smiled wryly. �She�s not very happy with my diagnosis.�
�The boy sick?�
He laughed. �No, he�s perfectly OK, just refuses to eat meat. I told the woman she has to let him be. He�s a born vegetarian. But she was furious with me and said, �There�s no such thing as born vegetarian, otherwise we�d all starve to death!� She told me her husband works very hard to save money to buy meat, but the son always wastes it by spitting it out. One time he even secretly threw it down to feed a wild dog. When she saw what had happened she pulled the meat from the dog�s filthy mouth and forced it down her son�s throat.�
I exclaimed, �Oh, my, that�s horrible!�
Lop Nor went on. �I can understand why the mother feels so bitter. She said, �He acts like we are so rich that we can afford meat all the time and he can waste it!� �
After some silence, I asked, �Why was the boy spitting and crying?�
Lop Nor shook his head. �I tried to persuade him that chicken is tasty, and so is lamb. But you saw his response to that. He screamed till his face was twisted.�
�But why?�
�He accused his mother of poisoning him with meat. He screamed, �No! No! I don�t want to be poisoned! Please don�t poison me!� �
�A child can be born vegetarian?�
�Yes, that�s his karma. But the mother doesn�t understand that nothing can be done except to let him be. If he eats meat, his life will be shortened.�
Looking at Lop Nor�s detached, almost emotionless face and listening to his erudite words, I wondered how a learned man like him ended up in this remote village where business was minimal and his practice and insight were hardly appreciated. Was he just unlucky�or could it be he was hiding from something?
Lop Nor poured us hot tea from his thermos. �Miss Lin, please have some chrysanthemum and honey tea. Don�t worry. The boy is fine, only the mother is not. By the way, he reminds me that I should try to get some herbs particularly for vegetarians. Should we set a date to travel to the Mountains of Heaven?�
�Lop Nor, please just call me Lily.�
But he ignored my request. �Miss Lin, you have a calendar with you?�
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Herbs on the Mountains of Heaven

The weather on the day of departure turned out to be surprisingly artistic with a Van Gogh sky, patches of Magritte clouds, and a light breeze breaking the sultry air. Once I agreed to travel with him, Lop Nor, like a Zen master, had been quick and decisive in making plans and arrangements.
From his village, we took a bus to the train station, and from there the train to Urumqi. At the train station, Lop Nor negotiated with the driver of a rather dilapidated car to take us into the Mountains of Heaven at the foot of the Bogda peak, one of the highest. After a long stretch along the monotonous, flat, dry, hot, and dusty semidesert, we turned onto a narrow road that zigzagged up along a rushing river.
Finally, the car pulled to a stop in front of a modest wooden building with a sign declaring itself to be the Heavenly Lake Guest House. We got out and I paid, for me a trifling sum, then we registered, had a light supper, and went to our separate rooms.

The next morning, we set out across an open field until we reached a gorge with a small stream roaring at the bottom.
Lop Nor said, �We�ll first go to the forest to find herbs, then to the Heavenly Lake. We�re now about 2,000 meters above sea level. Later it will be mostly an uphill climb. Are you ready?�
I nodded even though I had no clear idea of what awaited me. I hoped that the climb, however steep, would lead to the precious herb demanded by my aunt Mindy Madison.
Humming a tune to alleviate my nervousness, I lost track of time until my sore, booted feet landed on the level forest ground. Instantly I was embraced by a surge of fresh, cool air. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply the pleasant smell of lush vegetation while listening to the chirping of birds and the soothing flow of water. When I reopened my eyes, I had fallen sensuously in love with the deep forest, with its tall pines and dragon spruces.
�Miss Lin.� Lop Nor�s voice rose loud and clear in the forest air. �If you don�t mind, I�d like to start first from the lower slopes to gather mushrooms, almonds, wild apples, ginseng, and motherwort for my store. Then we�ll climb higher where we might find the plant you need.�
I smiled to my mountain companion. �Of course not. I love almonds and wild apples.� Especially from this beautiful paradise. The setting was very romantic, but I was not going to tell him that, lest he misunderstand. Then suddenly I felt a wave of regret. While I�d agreed so easily to go to this remote mountain forest with a strange Uyghur man, I�d turned down Alex�s earlier repeated requests to travel with me. I hoped that now he was at least having a good time with his parents, wherever they were.
After about an hour of treading through the dense forest, Lop Nor said we had arrived where he might find what he needed.
I put down my backpack and stretched my arms. Lop Nor cast me a contented look. �I�ll gather some herbs for my store, then we�ll go look for snow lotuses. In the meantime, you can stay with me, or walk around and explore a little by yourself. But don�t stray too far, and watch out for wild boars. If you come upon one, don�t panic. Just hold still and it will leave you alone. Anyway, don�t worry, I�ll be around,� he said, already parting leaves and scraping mud for possible treasures.
It was then that I understood his mud-caked nails and large, rough, leathery hands. This was a man whose sufferings were witnessed by the scorching sun and fierce wind, as he dug for the herbs that were his passion and his livelihood. Tears moistened my eyes, but I held them back.
I told Lop Nor while avoiding looking at his hands or his eyes, �I�ll stroll around, then come back to join you.�
After that, I immediately walked away, fearing he might sense my feelings. Besides, I also wanted to be by myself in this modern Penglai Shan, the legendary immortal�s mountain. I needed to clear my confused mind and untangle my emotions. With luck, I might even find a spot to meditate in the full lotus position so as to fully absorb the powerful mountain energy.
The forest was soothing, yet also a little intimidating. After such a long stay in the desert, seeing only the ubiquitous sand and its endless expanse of brown, I was glad to finally have the chance to indulge my senses amidst the trees, vines, flowers, and moss-covered rocks with their intoxicating fragrance. Here I didn�t need to drink to get drunk!
After fifteen minutes� wandering, I suddenly saw something big, dark, and fat dart in front of me. I blurted out, �What�s that?� then realized it was a only a rabbit. Just as I calmed myself, the sky emitted a strange Quuuik, Quuuik! sound. I looked up and saw a hawk circling like a plane in an air show.
I continued to walk and soon noticed some tiny, star-shaped, white flowers squeezing through cracks of a huge boulder to peek out, as if shyly beckoning me with their loveliness and loneliness. Curious, I picked a bunch of them and held them close to my nose. An unusual fragrance, a mixture of ginger and sandalwood, found its way into my nostrils. After enjoying the aromas for a few seconds, I tucked some into my hair. Then I closed my eyes and imagined myself the most beautiful Greek goddess seducing the most handsome god on Mount Olympus. Or maybe an attractive Chinese fairy to charm a fine-looking scholar.
Elated to find there was not a soul around, I resumed walking, unable to resist touching almost everything: outlandish flowers, the leathery bark of an ancient tree, moist leaves with the texture of a newborn�s skin, stones with animal faces, mud tender like a lover�s heart�. Everything felt so delicate under my curious hands. What did Lop Nor feel with his rough, masculine ones?
After another half hour wandering in the forest, I spotted a boulder with highlights of red, yellow, and green�an unusual color combination with high yang energy. Curious, I ran my finger over it and, to my surprise, its texture felt extremely sensuous. Now suddenly I could see Alex�s taut body filled with youthful vigor and sensed its desire to be touched�by me.
Tears swelled in my eyes, and this time I let them fall. Now I wished my young lover were here so we could make love on this lofty mountain overlooking a low-lying lake and shaded by the dense foliage of a thousand-year-old tree. Beneath my young lover�s hot, writhing torso, I could peek up at the universe through the cracks between the leaves, thinking of eternal love. But I quickly shook Alex�s image from my mind. I really didn�t think there�d be any future for us. I doubted I was more than a fleeting infatuation for him. Besides, I had no idea where he was now. Probably he was having such a good time traveling across China that he�d already forgotten me.
No longer elated by the forest around me, I began to drag my tired feet back to find Lop Nor. Twenty minutes later, a melodious tune sung by a sonorous male voice floated toward me. Echoing in the deep, empty woods, the voice possessed a penetrating sadness. I strained my ears to listen; it was the popular Xinjiang folk song, �In the Distant Land.�
In the distant land far far away lives a beautiful girl.
Anyone who passes by her house will peer inside,
Her pink, smiling face is the warm sun, her lively eyes the flirtatious moon.
I am willing to give up all I have just to follow her
So everyday I can look at her lovely face and her gold-rimmed dress.
Let me be a sheep strolling beside her, so she can hit me tenderly with her thin whip.


I was transfixed not only by the powerful voice but by the tenderness and passion embedded within. The singer must have experienced a deep, poignant love. I continued to move forward and listen while imagining a love so strong that the man, a herdsman, was willing to be a sheep so he could be whipped by the woman he loved. Then suddenly I saw Lop Nor�s back behind some leaves, and I was shocked to discover that he was the singer.
Entranced, I held back so as not to disturb him.
When he finally finished, I clapped enthusiastically. �Wonderful, Lop Nor. How come you never let me hear you sing before?�
My friend turned around, looking taken aback and, to my surprise, a little shy. As I was considering how to inquire about the poignant love story, Lop Nor suddenly displayed shock as if he were seeing a ghost in broad daylight. Like lightning, he dashed over to me and, with his hat, swept the flowers from my hair in one careful flick.
Before I had the chance to protest, he shouted, �These are poisonous! Luckily you piled your hair high so they didn�t touch your scalp!�
I was too stunned to say anything.
My friend went on. �Sorry, Miss Lin, I really shouldn�t have let you go off by yourself.�
�It�s not your fault, and I�m fine now.� Suddenly the impact of his words hit me. I touched my hair and cheeks. �Am I OK?�
�Yes, otherwise your face would have already swollen up like a pig�s.�
I laughed. �Why not a boxer�s?�
�Miss Lin, please don�t joke. This is no small matter. Fortunately you�re all right.�
�OK, then are we done here?�
He nodded. �Now we�ll start the most difficult part of this journey�climbing higher to where the snow lotus grows. It is three thousand meters above sea level. Are you up to that?�
Since there was no easier way to get the snow lotus, I responded loudly, �Sure!�
�All right, then put on your jacket and your hat. It�ll be cold in the high altitude.�
The climb was not as bad as I�d expected. Since the weather was very pleasant, I actually enjoyed the strenuous but uplifting exercise�especially when the earth was bidding me farewell and the sky welcoming me. I wanted to climb all the way to heaven and leave my earthly troubles behind!
Lop Nor was a good companion�attentive, gentle, precise, taciturn. On our long ascent, we met one young, skinny Uyghur man and they chatted in their strange language. It must have been me they were talking about, since the young man turned a few times with curious glances. I had no idea if the encounter was between friends or whether any human contact in this isolated place would be considered friendly. But I was a little out of breath, so I did not ask Lop Nor who the man was or what they had talked about.
Striding up the mountain, my Uyghur friend looked refreshed. His eyes were bright, his face ruddy, and his usual pained expression replaced by a relaxed, almost happy one. I could see that the mountain was his natural habitat where he moved like a fish in water or a monkey in a tree. As for me, although my backpack was light in comparison to Lop Nor�s, I still sweated heavily, feeling sharp aches up and down my back and legs. My breathing came quick and shallow as I moved fast to stay with my friend.
Finally, he announced our arrival. I was feeling chilled and had tightened the jacket around my chest and pulled down my hat. Before my eyes extended an infinite expanse of crushed stones above which stretched a lonely blue sky.
I turned to Lop Nor. �It doesn�t look like anything will grow here.�
He cast me an annoyed look. �Miss Lin, I know very well the plants and their locations on this part of the mountain.� Then his tone and expression softened. �You breathing OK?�
�I�m a little winded, but otherwise fine.�
He went on. �Snow lotuses are extremely rare and hard to find, for they only grow between cracks of ice and rocks at very high altitude.� He gave me a glance, his expression serious. �You stay here and I�ll go get them. Believe me, it�s too dangerous for you to come with me. You�ll be much safer here.�
I could tell from his tone that this was an order, not advice.
After my herbalist friend threw down a �Be careful, I�ll be back soon� and disappeared from sight, I took out my camera and began to walk around, looking for anything interesting to shoot.

Many hours later and Lop Nor had not reappeared. Had something happened? My imagination saw him losing his grip on the cliff and plunging to his death. Or falling so that he was wedged and crushed between rocks.
But I had no idea how or where to find him. There was not a soul around to ask for help, and I didn�t think I could even find the route back to civilization. Just when I felt my heart almost jump out of my chest, a loud, harsh Quuuuiiiiik! penetrated my eardrums. I looked up and saw a huge hawk slashing the sky with its wings like two sharp blades. Just as I was wondering what to do, the bird plunged toward me.
�Ahhhh!� I ducked to avoid a possible hit and run. It was indeed a hit and fly, albeit the prey was not me, but my camera!
The damned bird made another triumphant Quuuuiiiiik! then disappeared into the distance, the camera between his talons. I picked up some stones and hurled them at the air the hawk had flown through, but they landed pathetically with defeated thuds.
I dropped to my knees, covered my face, and started to cry. Was Lop Nor dead? Would I also soon join his family in death?
I didn�t know how long I�d been crying when I felt a touch on my shoulder. I looked up and saw the herbalist�s flushed and worried face.
Involuntarily I flung myself at his big torso, laughing and crying. �Oh, Lop Nor� I�m so glad you�re back�and alive!�
But as soon as I felt the stiffness of his body and his awkward embrace, I disentangled myself, muttering a not-very-sorry �Sorry.�
He took out something from his backpack. To my surprise, it was my camera!
�Where did you find it?�
�It fell on my head when I was on my way back.�
�You�re hurt?�
�A little,� he said, massaging his scalp.
I couldn�t help but chuckle. A hawk snatched my camera, then dropped it on Lop Nor�s head, maybe to ask him to take it back to me? While I was fearing that he was plunging to his death, actually he was hit by my plunging camera!
�Is this something funny?�
I nodded, and we both laughed.
Some silence passed, then Lop Nor took out a package from his bag and spread open the sheet of rice paper upon which were nestled a few very big, white flowers with green leaves. �Here are the special snow lotuses you need.� He lovingly caressed the plants. �These are extremely precious, their price astronomical.�
�Thank you so much, Lop Nor,� I said, admiring the flowers.
He went on. �My grandfather was a very knowledgeable herbalist. After he died, he left me his secret recipes�including how to cook these snow lotuses�which many people covet but I have never shared.�
�Is it because they are bad people?�
Lop Nor nodded. I knew he was not a selfish man.
�Is that the reason you�ve been hiding yourself in this remote village?�
He didn�t answer my question, but said, �Miss Lin, I am about to ask why you need this. This special kind of snow lotus can cure some very rare diseases, not to mention prolong life. I fear this may end up in the hands of bad people, because only they can afford it. And that�s why I do not share any information about this plant with anyone.�
�Then why were you willing to find it for me?�
�Because I can tell that you�re a good person. And because you�re healthy, so it must be for someone who really matters to you and who desperately needs it�is this person very sick, dying?�
I was really surprised to hear this. Was this Uyghur also a fortune-teller?
�So are you saying that if this person is evil, I should not give him this herb but let him die?� I deliberately let Lop Nor believe that this person was a �he� instead of a �she��my aunt Mindy Madison.
�You�re a good woman, so maybe you�ll be able to change this person�s heart.�
�Lop Nor, I don�t think I have that kind of power.�
�Whether this person is going to die soon depends on his karma, not yours.�
I said flatly, �Actually I don�t really know this person.�
�Then why are you giving him this rare herb?�
�I�d like to tell you why, but I can�t. It�s just too complicated.�
�Then be very careful.�
�I will, and thanks for helping me so much, Lop Nor.� What more could I say? I was definitely not going to tell him, nor anyone, about my aunt, my Silk Road trip, and my upcoming fortune.
To prevent him from asking more questions, I changed the subject. �So, where are we going next?�
His gaze was penetrating. �Miss Lin, will you walk along the lake with me?�
But what did he have in mind? A strange feeling crept down my spine. Was he trying to seduce me? Or tell me something heart-wrenching? A love story, or a ghost story�or both? Either one would be welcome and would give me a chance to practice seeing with my yin eye, which had been asleep for a long time.
My friend�s voice interrupted my thought. �Don�t worry, it won�t take long.�
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The Black Dragon Pond

Lop Nor and I walked back down to Heavenly Lake Guest House. He had suggested that we retire early to rest up for the next day�s hiking. In the hotel dining room we shared a rich meal of roast lamb washed down with fragrant tea to dilute the grease. After that, we went to our separate rooms.

Early the next morning we hired a car, which drove us along a pothole-filled mountain road between tall pine trees. When we arrived at the edge of the lake, only a few people could be seen. Lop Nor led me through a stone archway into a deep chasm with rust-colored rocks jutting out as if ready to attack. We treaded cautiously along a wet, tortuous path, repeatedly ambushed by splashing water. Just as I began to feel impatient and ill at ease, we reached an opening leading to a flat expanse.
The lake was like a crescent moon�luminous, silky smooth, and elegantly curved. If you are a man in love with a woman, you�ll look at the lake and think of her sensuous curves. If you are a woman in love with a man, you�ll see the lake as his strong, protective arm, which would shield you from life�s wind and rain, storm and thunder.
Though I had read about the crescent-shaped Heavenly Lake before I came to China, I was not prepared for what was before my eyes. The huge, moss-green lake was surrounded by lush pine trees, snow-capped peaks, and oddly shaped rocks. The water looked crystal clear since its source was melted snow from the mountain peaks. In the distance, a herd of sheep was slowly moving across a meadow strewn with flowers. Several boats glided on the lake, accompanied by an exotic melody floating from afar, completing the lake�s fairy tale atmosphere.
I lost myself in appreciating the lake and its reflections of the peaks, trees, and rocks. Lines from a poem by the scholar Guo Moruo came into my mind:
The lake bottom appears like a submerged ink stone, Its pines above like the bristles of a calligraphy brush.

Just as I finished silently reciting the poem, Lop Nor said, �Miss Lin, what I want to show you is not Heavenly Lake, but another. Follow me.�
We walked for about an hour through dense vegetation interrupted by waterfalls before we reached the other lake.
Lop Nor stared at the water, so clear that it seemed that you could see to its very bottom. �This is the Immortals� Pool.�
Then my friend�s voice, now turning sad and dark, added, �But later evil gangsters took it over so now it is called Black Dragon Pond.�
Suddenly the bottomless lake looked ominous. A chill came over me and I shuddered. When I looked up, to my surprise, Lop Nor had dropped to his knees facing the lake. In the distance, a few tourists turned to stare at this strange sight. As I watched, my friend put his hands together and muttered a fervent but unintelligible prayer. When finished, he stood up to face me. Tears brimmed in his dark, sad eyes, about to spill and join the vast expanse of water.
He locked my eyes with his for a few moments, then pointed to the middle of the lake. �My family�s there.�
My heart skipped a beat. �What do you mean? There�s no one on the lake.�
He wiped another tear with his sleeve. �They�re not on the lake, but under.�
Goose bumps rose all over my body. �They�re dead?!�
�Yes, murdered.� His voice was soft as if he were talking to himself, a small child, or a spirit.
�What? Why?� Now my head felt as if it were being gnawed by hundreds of ants.
�It is a sad story. Do you really want to know?�
I nodded, and Lop Nor led me to sit down on a boulder and began his story.
When Lop Nor was six, his father was killed in a fight with another Uyghur man in whose eyes the father was a traitor because he�d abandoned his own religion and married a non-Muslim Chinese woman. Since then, although a Uyghur, Lop Nor was raised and educated in the Chinese way by his mother and her father, a respected herbal healer.
As a boy Lop Nor, instead of playing with toys, spent his time with plants. What he liked best were his mountain outings with his grandfather. While the grandfather was identifying and collecting herbs, he would let the little boy roam freely among trees and boulders to look for playthings�twigs, flowers, rocks, plants, insects, little animals.
At seven, Lop Nor developed a rare skin disease. Whenever he drank milk, a painful rash would burst out over his entire body. His mother was warned never to let him touch milk again. But one day during another outing with his grandfather on the mountain, Lop Nor accidentally downed some discarded milk and was soon writhing with pain. The boy, in hysteria, grabbed a nearby plant and chewed on it. Miraculously, the rash subsided.
The grandfather deemed this herb a miracle sent from heaven. So, instead of just letting his grandson play on the mountain, the old man decided to train the boy to be an herbalist so one day, when he took over the herbal store, he would repay heaven�s generous gift by curing his customers.
From then on, Lop Nor�s mountain trips with his grandfather were solely plant oriented. The old man would teach him not only how to identify and differentiate herbs, their functions, and locations but, most important, how to use the correct angle and force when picking them.
A gifted child, Lop Nor learned fast, absorbing the knowledge of natural remedies like a desert soaking up a blissful downpour. At fifteen, he began to work as an apprentice at his grandfather�s shop. Five years later, the old man let him have his own patients, and when another five years had passed he had won both respect for his power to heal and a beautiful Uyghur woman who bore him a handsome son.
Soon Lop Nor�s fame spread to a shaman who also claimed to have healing power, though not by herbs, but with exorcisms. Jealous, the shaman demanded that Lop Nor give him his precious herbs and secret recipes. Lop Nor refused, well aware of the shaman�s evil deeds�kidnapping baby boys for sale and even, according to rumors, killing baby girls for offerings. From then on, to avoid the shaman, Lop Nor frequently moved his family while protecting his herbs and recipes.
Later, the shaman tracked down the family and, with the help of his disciples�a group of Kazakh bandits�invaded Lop Nor�s store, ransacked his house, and killed his whole family�his mother, grandfather, young wife, and son. Their bodies were never found, but rumor had it that they carried the bodies up to the Black Dragon Pool and threw them in, each tied with a rock. As superstitious as he was evil, the shaman believed that only by submerging their bodies and suffocating their souls could their ghosts be prevented from coming back to haunt him.
Lop Nor�s life was spared. On that day he was out collecting herbs on the Mountains of Heaven and a few of the most precious herbs and their recipes were safely tucked inside his bag. Some believed that the shaman had in fact deliberately spared Lop Nor�s life, afraid of offending the gods by killing a healer who might, someday, save his life.
After he had lost his whole family, Lop Nor changed his name to the one he used now and came to this remote village. Here, no one knew his past and he was respected as the healer sent from heaven. In the ten years that had passed, Lop Nor had been basically left in peace, though never in happiness.
After my friend finished his story, I was saddened beyond words. Looking at the leathery, tragic face in front of me, I felt tempted to pull him into my arms and rock him like a mother with a sick child. But I only patted his hand to show my sympathy.
He said, �I continue to live only because many people�s lives depend upon me. If I die, I waste not only my grandfather�s teaching but also heaven�s gift.�
Lop Nor healed people�s diseases, but there was no one to heal his broken heart. Even the rarest herb would not do that.
I sighed inside, recognizing the source of the vacuity and chill I had felt in my little cottage and even more now at Black Dragon Pond. I was filled with his immense sadness and emptiness.
From his backpack, Lop Nor took out a thermos, unscrewed the top, and poured hot tea inside, then handed it to me.
I meditated on his story while sipping the fragrant tea. �Lop Nor, I know nothing I say can alleviate your pain.�
�Miss Lin��his eyes searched mine as he rubbed his white jade pendant��you�re a gift sent by heaven to hear my story. I have nothing more to ask.�
A long silence developed between us while I felt the steam from the tea warm and moisten my face. �Lop Nor, are you sure your wife and son are dead?�
�Of course they�re dead!� he exclaimed, then paused to think for a moment. �If they�re still alive, why don�t they come back to me?�
That made sense. However convincing this seemed, I sensed something quite different had happened.
Lop Nor looked at me curiously. �What makes you ask such a question?�
�I have the yin eye, sometimes.�
With one raised brow, his leathery face showed, for the first time, a sign of hope. �So you sense maybe they�re still alive somewhere?�
I nodded. �When I felt the warmth of the tea on my face, I felt a presence.�
�Please tell me what you saw.�
�I didn�t exactly see anything. When I go home I�ll try to channel my energy better.�
�Please.�
�Lop Nor, don�t get your hopes up yet. I may be wrong.�
He nodded pathetically.
There was one question I was dying to ask him but had no heart to bring up: If his family was buried in the lake, why did he visit the graveyard in my village?
I feared another sad tale would spring up like a poisonous snake to strike. Were there more murdered relatives?

Lop Nor said little to me during the wearisome trip home. So the next morning, still wondering why he frequented the graveyard when his relatives lay at the bottom of the lake, I decided to ask him.
When I arrived at his store, for once it was closed. Two small notes were pinned to the door, one in Uyghur and the other in Chinese. The latter read:
Miss Lin, I have gone to look for my wife and son. I won�t be back until I find them. Please take care. Lop Nor.

I felt a sharp pang of regret that I had told Lop Nor his wife and son might still be alive. Now he�d left to look for them! But what if I was wrong?

That evening I did something I had always feared�I headed to the cemetery during the yin hours, the only phase of the day when the dead dared to come out to �play� in the yang domain, which belongs to the living. In the past, I�d only gone there early in the day so I could feel the place without risking being swarmed by what I would rather not name. But tonight was different. I wanted to focus on channeling, hoping I could at least sense, if not �see,� something from the other world�someone from Lop Nor�s family.
I wore a thick jacket and hat, wrapped my face with a long scarf, and brought a flashlight and a knife just in case there were robbers or whoever, or whatever. A chill choreographed down my spine as I tried not to imagine what the �whoever or whatever� might be.
I wandered around, casting light on the markers and studying each carefully. After that, I walked to a corner, then sat on the ground facing north, which Chinese believe is the direction from which spirits enter. A pile of rocks hid me from sight in case anyone came in from the main entrance. Arranging myself in meditation posture, I soon fell into a trancelike state.
I became fully aware of my surroundings�the slightest sound, the faintest smell, the smallest movement. But nothing came, no vision, no vibration, not anything like a ghost�.
After another fifteen minutes, I still heard only the ubiquitous howling wind, �singing� of the sand, scurrying of small animals, and occasional cries of distant birds. I opened my eyes but saw nothing out of the ordinary.
Why couldn�t I sense anything? This was a graveyard and I was supposed to have the yin eye�.
Just then, in my peripheral vision I saw something move. I disentangled my limbs from the meditation posture, then crouched down to watch. There was a series of scraping sounds, which I suddenly realized were from a being of the yang world, not the yin one. I strained my eyes to look, and to my surprise saw a man digging up one of the graves.
I quickly realized that this man was a grave robber. Chinese put pearls, jades, and other valuables in the coffin so their dead relative could bribe his or her way to a smooth passage to the other world. I once read that at a funeral home in Hong Kong, a staff member stole a big, expensive jade from the mouth of a rich man�s deceased wife. He was caught because her son noticed her sunken cheeks.
A few minutes later, the man began to spit on the grave where he was digging. �Damn! These people have nothing! Nothing!� Then he slapped the spade on his shoulder and hurried away, still cursing vehemently.
After making sure he was gone, I went up to the graves, turned on my flashlight, and looked around. To my utter surprise, the holes were completely empty. No clothes, jewelry, or even bones, only sand and dust.
I mulled this over for a while, then realized it must be that these were not real graves, just places for Lop Nor to remember his family and pay his respects. For him to go to the lake was too strenuous and costly. Worse, he would risk being seen by his enemy, the evil shaman.
Enlightened, I decided to do something for my friend. I used my bare hands to fill in the empty spaces with sand. After that, I said a long prayer for all his relatives, whether in this life or the next, underground or underwater.

That night back home, I dreamed that Lop Nor was hanging by a thin thread between heaven and hell. Dangling in between, he saw his beautiful, sumptuously clothed wife walking with their son in a busy marketplace. He called out to them. The wife looked up and spat at him vehemently. �Go away and stop bothering us! We are dead, remember?�
Despite the dream, I sensed that Lop Nor�s wife and son were alive somewhere. But where? And why didn�t they come back to him?
I awoke disturbed, rolled over, and went back to sleep, only to have another, even more disturbing dream.
Lop Nor and I were crossing the treacherous Taklamakan Desert together. In the middle of the trip, I first got sunstroke and then was bitten by a snake. Quickly my herbalist friend sucked the poisonous venom from my leg, bandaged it, and shaded me from the fiery sun with his thick torso. He also let me drink the last few drops of water from his flask despite his cracked lips. Then we were making passionate love above the burning yellow sand and under the scorching sun. He wrapped me tightly with his strong arms and entered me with full force like a giant nail cracking thin wood�.
When I awoke, my blanket was soggy with sweat. My hand groped groggily to the valley between my legs where I felt something was going to explode if I didn�t relieve myself.
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The Parents

Days went by, but there was no news about Lop Nor. Then my worry about him was pushed to the back of my mind by Alex�s unannounced return. Despite myself I was happy to see him. However, when I learned that his parents were at a hotel in Urumqi and wanted to meet me, the situation suddenly became more serious than my vulnerable psyche was ready for. But there seemed no way out, since my young lover told me that they had changed their travel plans to be able to meet me. Everything had been arranged and expenses had been paid. Then, after the meeting, Alex would return with his parents to the United States. Though I felt my heart sink a little at hearing this, I told myself that this was in fact good news�it was time for me to go on with my journey.
Two mornings later, Alex and I climbed onto a three-wheeled donkey cart that took us to the next village, where a car had been arranged. After a long, tedious ride amidst wind, sand, dust, and occasional shouts from other drivers, we finally arrived at Urumqi and checked into the hotel. Once in the room, we shed our dusty, sweat-soaked clothes and headed into the washroom.
Minutes later, I felt totally refreshed from the hot shower, soothing steam, and fragranced soap. Next to me, Alex was drying his hair with a towel. His body�long, lean, tanned, and innocently exposed�induced a pool of heat inside me. Throwing more stealthy glances at the sensuous movements of his long limbs, I halfheartedly put on the new lavender floral dress and a new pair of beige, high-heeled sandals. Together with some light makeup, I hoped I wouldn�t look too much older than my desert lover.
Alex looked exotic and handsome in blue jeans, an off-white Xinjiang shirt embroidered with a blue and red pattern at the collar and sleeves, and a sky blue summer jacket. With his unruly chestnut hair I imagined him a dauntless adventurer, a sophisticated explorer. When I turned to study my own reflection in the mirror, I felt him embrace me from behind, lift me up, and swirl me in the air.
�Alex, put me down, I�m dizzy!�
Gently he let me down, then rested his chin on my head. He stared at our images in the mirror, eyes shooting out sparks like the golden sands we had just left behind.
�Then you shouldn�t look so dazzling, my desert enchantress. I�ve never seen you like this before, so please from now on no more T-shirts and blue jeans�just dresses and high heels.�
I shot his reflection a pretend annoyed look. �How can I run around in the desert in a dress and high heels?�
Alex remained silent, his expression turning very tender. �Lily�.�
�Yes?� I said, tilting my face to kiss his chin.
�Are you glad to be meeting my parents?�
�Tell you the truth, Alex, I really don�t think this is a good idea�. Are you?�
�I�m very glad, since I plan to tell them� I�m going to marry you.�
I abruptly untangled from Alex�s grasp, then turned to look him in the eyes. �Alex, do you know what you�re talking about?�
He looked stunned. �Lily, it�s natural for two people who love each other to get married.�
�This is just an impulse. Did I agree to marry you? Alex, look at you. You�re a student. How do you have the money to get married? Did you ask if I have money, a job?� Questions flew from my mouth like bullets fired from a maniac�s gun.
�I did. But you never answered.�
It was true.
Marrying and having a family, if I ever wanted them, seemed far away in the future for the twenty-nine-year-old me. Yet he wanted these at only twenty-one.
Feeling guilty, my voice came out thin like a wisp of smoke. �Why do you want to marry me?�
�Because I love you.�
�Do you know what love is?�
Face flushed, Alex replied, �Lily, I�ve lived in a loveless family for years, so at least I know what it�s not!�
�Sorry�.�
He pulled me to him. �Tell me what you think, please�.�
�I� can�t, not now.�
�All right.� He sighed. �Then tell me later.� He tilted my chin to kiss my lips, then looked me in the eyes. �At least I know you�re a novelist�.�
I shook my head. �Alex, I�m writing a novel, but I can�t call myself a novelist. Not yet. A novelist means I�m published or maybe even lucky enough to support myself by writing. Alex, I like you, very much. But maybe our encounter in the desert is just meant to be a beautiful memory to be savored during our old age�.�
This time it was his turn to shake his head, looking hurt and angry. �Lily, do you think of all relationships with men as just flings, adventures, to-be-savored memories? Huh? How about genuine love between soul mates? �Cause I don�t see you as a shallow person.�
I had no answer for that. Though a kid, he acted mature beyond his age. That troubled me; I didn�t know how to deal with him anymore.
I let out a long, heavy sigh.
�Lily, my life won�t be complete without you. To keep you, marriage is the only way. Otherwise you�re just like a mirage in the desert.� He made a sweeping gesture in the air. �Poof, and gone into thin air! I don�t want you to be just a mirage, or some framed souvenir pictures in my life. I love you.�
I pushed him back to take a good look at his eager face. �Alex, I told you I like you very much. But can you please leave things as they are?� I couldn�t bring myself to return the �I love you,� since I had no idea what our future would be, or if we even had one.
�Lily, we should never let go of the things in life that really matter.�
�Hai, Alex, I have more important things on my mind right now. Much more important,� I said, then immediately regretted it.
�Don�t I have any importance in your life, too?�
�Alex, I�m sorry. Can�t we discuss this later? Now let�s be cheerful and go meet your parents. I�m sure they�re already waiting.�
He glanced at his watch. �Damn! We�re already late. All right, but promise me you will discuss this with me soon.�
I nodded, then pushed him out of the hotel room.

The hotel restaurant was full, the clientele half Asian and half Westerners, all busy eating, drinking, talking, smoking. Amidst a yellowish orange background, black-uniformed waiters and waitresses hurried back and forth to take orders, pour drinks, hand out hot towels, and set down steaming, pungent dishes.
After glancing over different tables, my eyes landed on the fiftyish, expensively and stylishly dressed Caucasian couple sitting by the window. Even before Alex had the chance to say anything, I knew they were his parents.
My lover exclaimed, �Here they are!� then took my hand and dragged me to his parents.
�Mom! Dad!� Alex hugged and kissed them. Then he put his hand on my shoulder. �This is Lily.�
After that, he introduced his father as Frank Luce and his mother as Donna Adler. I was about to ask why his mother had a different last name when Alex whispered into my ear, �They�re both remarried. Adler is my stepfather�s name.�
His father stood up and extended his hand to me. �Very nice to meet you, Lily. Alex talks about you nonstop. Please join us.�
Alex pulled the seat out for me so I was next to his mother, then sat down himself. My first impression of his parents was that they were powerful people with precise, impeccable manners. Now I realized why my young lover never seemed to worry about money, or being able to start a family.
He had rich parents.
Mr. Luce playfully patted Alex�s shoulder. �Well, son, I�m so happy you have met someone so pretty. Have you been taking good care of this young lady?�
Alex looked very happy. �You bet, Dad.�
�Good, that�s my son.�
Now, Mrs. Adler, or Donna, a tall and rod-thin woman with perfectly coiffed blond hair and clad in an immaculate blouse and slacks, smiled down at me as if I were one of her employees. �Lily, I�m sure my son has been taking good care of you. He seems to have been born with this nurturing trait one rarely sees in men nowadays.� She paused, then added, her blue eyes cold and frozen like a winter sky, �Women find this irresistible, especially with a man so young.� She paused again before speaking, accentuating each word, �And nice-looking.�
Before I had a chance to respond, Alex protested. �Mom and Dad, please stop embarrassing me. Let�s order. I�m starving!�
I smiled politely. �I�m very honored to meet you both today.�
Some silence, then Alex�s father said, �Lily, you can call us by our first name. Let�s order and chat while we eat, I�m sure we have lots of things to talk about.�
His ex-wife turned away abruptly and spoke to him in her thin, controlled voice. �Order what the rest of you want, I�m not very hungry.�
While they were discussing the menu with the waiter, I studied the couple more closely and couldn�t tell if I liked or disliked them. However, I was certain of one thing�they lived in a completely different world from mine. Their whole being exuded nothing but the smell of money, old or new I couldn�t tell, but definitely shitloads of it (excuse my French). I wondered what they thought of me being their son�s girlfriend, that I was eight years older.
Though his parents� manners were courteous, I didn�t feel much warmth or interest from them, certainly not from his mother. I understood Alex�s feeling that their love for him was more an obligation�with a tinge of pity�than true affection. Maybe traveling with him, and even meeting me, was just a show to make it seem like they did care, even though Alex was adopted and even though both now had a biological child. No wonder Alex was so eager to find his biological mother and start his own family. But surely he wondered what kind of mother would desert her own flesh and blood.
Dinner�the food, that is�was very enjoyable. The conversation was polite but strained; his parents acted like parents, and their son like a son. Lots of pictures were taken as friendly souvenirs.
Then the most dreaded question finally came when Donna asked, dabbing her thin, red-painted lips with her matching, perfectly manicured fingers, �Lily, what do you do?�
�Last year I graduated from the MFA program in creative writing from NYU�.�
Alex immediately came to my rescue. �Mom, I told you Lily�s a novelist.�
Frank looked up from his plate. �Oh, that�s wonderful. I�ve always wanted to be a writer�thrillers, mysteries, gangsters, you know, men�s stuff.�
I laughed a little to cover my nervousness and inferiority complex.
�What�s your writing about?� Donna�s eyes alighted on me like a hawk its prey.
�Coming of age, mother and daughter relationship, a family saga.�
Now Frank stopped eating to chime in. �Which publisher?�
I was so embarrassed that had there been a hole right in the restaurant, I would have plunged inside and refused to come out. �I� don�t have a publisher yet. It�s still a work in progress.�
Neither of the parents� expressions concealed their disappointment. They exchanged looks, then the ex-wife said, �So what do you do besides this hobby?�
I knew the word �hobby� was meant as an insult, since many would-be writers scribbled their whole life but never got published. But I was dead serious and good, and I knew it. Then where was my book? As long as I remained unpublished, my writer�s identity would never be taken seriously. My heart sank. Unpublished, unemployed, unmarried. Maybe I should at least say yes to Alex�s proposal.
Then Alex�s father asked, �Lily, may I ask what are you doing in China?�
I hesitated for seconds before I blurted out, �To gather material for my second novel.�
Some moments passed before both parents uttered a �Hmm� that�s nice.� After that, they resumed their eating and drinking.
I couldn�t tell how the parents really felt about me�or if they actually had feelings. Did they like me as a person, even a teeny, tiny bit? Today I was not my usual self. Ill at ease, I forced myself to put on a face that was not really mine. Besides, I had never learned to mingle with the rich and pretentious. In fact, I hated it. I knew that in his parents� eyes, I was of no significance.
Frank and Donna had already arranged that after dinner we would all go to a Xinjiang folk dance performance. I didn�t have much interest in seeing this kind of superficial tourist stuff, but I felt obliged to go along so as not to disappoint Alex or offend his parents.
A bus with other tourists was waiting outside the hotel to take us to the Hundred Flowers Theatre. Twenty minutes later, we were sitting among casual but affluent-looking American and European tourists. I felt totally out of place, though this was mitigated by Alex�s warm hand moving between my neck and back.
He pulled me closer to him. �Hope you enjoyed dinner.�
I managed to squeeze a smile and whisper back, �Yes, of course. Your parents are very hospitable and the food was excellent.� I hated to lie, but this was for Alex.
The music, loud and animated, filled up every space on and off the stage. The dancers were pretty and exotic, their shimmering, bright-colored costumes spectacular, and their movements airy and sensuous, like cursive calligraphic strokes manifesting in the air. The dance repertoire ranged from Flying Goddesses of Dunhuang to masked pantomime, and even to dances supposedly from Egypt and Mexico. The audience drank, snacked, shouted, and clapped enthusiastically, especially Alex. I could feel his youthful energy radiating in all directions.
The finale was called Huahao Yueyuan, Flowers are Beautiful and the Moon is Round. The dancers, like gods and goddesses descending from Mount Olympus to the human world, came down from the stage to invite everyone in the audience to join them. Alex dragged me and his parents onto the stage, then began to fling his long arms and slender body to the music. I was amazed to discover this natural dancer in him. I was also relieved to find Frank and especially Donna finally looking happy and relaxed, albeit probably alcohol induced. Frank was being coached by a very young and pretty dancer, while Donna was half lifted from the floor by a muscular male dancer with a perfectly proportioned body and an over-enthusiastic grin.
Despite my awkwardness with them, I did feel a superficial happiness in this dreamy, heavenly mountain-reaching atmosphere. The other American tourists, mostly middle-aged or elderly, all found their temporary escape and sensuous comfort in the arms of the young, handsome dancers. One sixtyish, plump man kept moving his hand up and down like an elevator between his beautiful dancer�s neck and bottom. A fiftyish, dried-up blonde kept caressing the smooth, tanned cheek of her exotic, sculpture-bodied male partner.
I was glad that Alex never left me to dance with the performers, nor did he even stare at the girls� long legs; narrow, water-snake waists; and bulging breasts. He seemed content just having me all to himself in this dance orgy. I felt so grateful that tears brimmed in my eyes.
He noticed it right away. �Lily, you OK? Did I do something inappropriate?�
�No, Alex, you�re a good man. It�s just the atmosphere here that makes me think of something else.�
Arms around my waist, my young lover bent a little so his forehead was touching mine. �Tell me, what�s on your mind? I really want to know you more, Lily. But it seems that you won�t let me.�
Was I really so distant to Alex? Like Donna was to me?
I touched his face. �Sorry, Alex, if that�s how I make you feel. I promise I�ll tell you everything about myself later.�
Finally we all went back to our seats, everyone looking happy. I noticed Frank and Donna had been drinking steadily since dinner and so looked definitely tipsy now. Once they were back at our table, to my surprise, they immediately resumed downing the very strong Chinese mao-tai�notorious for burning your mouth even before it has snaked down your throat.
As I was watching them in disbelief, Alex suddenly announced to his parents, �Mom and Dad, I mean to get engaged to Lily.�
Under the table, I pinched him hard on his thigh to no avail.
But Frank and Donna didn�t seem to be shocked at all by this unexpected piece of news. Bleary-eyed, Frank patted Alex on the shoulder and yelled above the din, �Good for you, son!� while Donna smiled her sharp-toothed, tipsy smile.
�Just let us know when you�ve picked a date,� the father added. After that, both parents leaned to hug and peck their son�s cheek, then mine. Alex pulled me into his arms and kissed me on my lips.
Abruptly Frank stood up, lifted his glass, and hit it with a knife. �Quiet. Please be quiet, everyone. I have something very important to announce!�
A silence fell over the hall as all eyes found their way to our table.
Frank said in his booming, drunken voice, �Tonight I�m very happy to tell you that my handsome son will soon marry this lovely Chinese lady.�
A round of applause exploded in the hall.
He continued, �Let�s have a toast to the future bride and groom!�
Another round of alcohol-enhanced applause burst out. People drank in big gulps after that, upending their glasses.
Congratulations rose and fell in a raucous heterophony from all corners of the packed hall.
After the commotion subsided, Frank sat down and asked his son, �Alex, how do you want to be married?�
Alex lifted my hand to plant a kiss. �Something simple, maybe in the desert here.�
The father said, �You know, son, you can have something very fancy if you want. St. Regis or the Plaza. Just let us or my assistant know, OK?�
After observing this drama in disbelief, I turned to ask my young lover, �Wait a minute, Alex, did I say I�d like to be engaged, even married?�
I could not tell if Frank or Donna heard what I�d said or, if so, were disturbed. I had not noticed any sign that they cared how long Alex and I had been dating, if we were suited for each other, or even if I truly loved and cared for him.
Alex leaned close to me and spoke in a heated whisper, �Please, Lily, say yes if you truly love me. This is a rare chance to get approval from my parents. I hardly see them, let alone when they are both in such a good mood!�
I remained silent for a moment, then whispered into his ear, �Can�t you tell they�re not in a good mood, but an alcoholic one?�
He ignored my remark but hissed, �Please, we�ll be leaving tomorrow. Can�t you just say yes?�
But I couldn�t.

That night, Alex was upset. He didn�t touch me, and we had zero communication�emotional, intellectual, or sexual.
What I really wanted was to be left alone, to think things through, especially my goal in life, which for sure was not to get married, have children, move to the suburbs, and live boringly ever after. I felt sad that not only was our last night together sexless, but it ended on a sour note.
The next morning Alex and I showered and dressed in silence. He still acted hurt and angry, and I did not know what to say to smooth things over.
After a quick breakfast, I politely shook hands with his parents before they crawled inside the waiting car. Then, under his parents� watchful eyes and to my surprise, Alex pulled me to him and kissed me deeply.
After the long kiss, Alex looked at me with his sad eyes. �Lily, I�m sorry that we quarreled. I really don�t want to go back and leave you here.�
�Alex, you�ll probably forget me once you�re back home.� Though I hoped he wouldn�t.
�Why do you say that?� It was the first time he raised his voice at me.
�I just think��
�Don�t I matter to you?�
�Alex, you�re too young to��
He cut me off again. �I�m not the child you think I am, and I know what I want. If you don�t want me, just say so!�
I stood there, speechless. I didn�t know if I was too stunned by his outburst or because it was true that I didn�t want him�at least until I got my three million dollars.
He pushed a step further. �Say you love me.�
I couldn�t�although I did love him. If things didn�t work out, I wouldn�t have the heart to break his heart.
So I just stood there like a dummy�under my lover�s sad-eyed inquisition and his parents� puzzled scrutiny.
�Then please sort out your feelings first before you say yes or no. I can wait. I�m still very young, remember?�
After a long, silent look, Alex crawled inside the car beside his parents and pulled the door shut with a bang. Then the car sped away, leaving a trail of dust to blind my teary vision.

Back in my little cottage, I spent most of my time sitting on my tire sofa and staring out the window, watching the sun�s glorious rise and its spectacular descent. While birds glided over the golden sand, my heart ached with a pain I hadn�t known existed. The desert, with its forever shifting dunes, sometimes appeared to me like a meditating giant, sometimes a voluptuous mantra-chanting goddess. But now in all its guises, this whooping sand saddened me, especially in the twilight, when Lop Nor�s sad face emerged, followed by Chris�s not-quite-forgotten one, and, most painful of all, Alex�s face, sometimes eager, sometimes angry, sometimes hurt.
As Alex called me the �desert enchantress,� I hoped my life was destined to be exciting and adventurous, not a nine-to-five existence�or nonexistence�to make the rich boss even richer, or that of a high-society housewife busy planning parties and private school board meetings, squeezing out time in between for hairstyling, manicure, pedicure, facial, spa, massage, and Paris�London�Fifth Avenue shopping.
I sighed. What a mess this desert trip had turned out to be.

PART TWO


12
Falling in Love Is Easy

Every night in my solitary bed I fidgeted and desired Alex�s warm body, trying to re-create the feeling of his hands searching my face, breasts, and between my thighs. I missed him terribly, but I was also relieved, in a way, that he was gone�so I could focus on my three-million-dollar mission.
Life would move on. Always.

My next stop would have to be visiting the monk, which I�d been dreading for a long time�especially the �hanging-upside-down-lotus.� Although I�d lost my virginity at seventeen to a neighbor nerd just to be rebellious and allowed a few men to share my bed in my twenty-nine-year existence�for love (a need), sexual pleasure (a bonus), filling up my loneliness (a desperation), and asserting my female power (a challenge), I�d never considered myself loose. I was but a victim of my own weakness, not that of my yielding vagina but of my vulnerable heart. I told myself that I fell for men so easily because I possessed a rare ability to see past their exterior to discover something special, or even mysterious, within.
This had first been pointed out to me by one of my high school classmates who�d always disapproved of the boys I fell for. One time she looked at me with disapproval. �Lily! What do you see in that assless ass? Is it because you feel sorry for him? I don�t even want to breathe the same air that he breathes. Yuk!�
When I was in my teens, my mother would sometimes ask me to go to the market to pick a fresh red snapper for dinner. I�d always hated the crowded, noisy, filthy place, especially the slippery floor and the stench like a homeless person�s armpits. Working my way between the haggling housewives, I�d hold my breath while pushing through to look for my mother�s dream snapper. With disgust, I�d quickly flip the pile of fish, then pay without bargaining so I could leave the place as quickly as possible.
But one time something magical happened. When I was looking for the right fish, I saw a beefy chunk of a man kneeling with one leg beside a huge block of ice. With his large hands, this gigantic flesh slab was attacking the other, frozen slab with an ice pick, shattering it to pieces.
I could never explain how I felt at that moment. Somehow, eyes glued to this testosterone-filled chunk, my whole being seemed to merge with his pounding, muscular arms and fierce concentration. I watched him in a state of ecstasy, completely forgetting my own existence, not to mention the filthy market and my mother�s dream fish.
When the slicing was finally done, he tossed some of the crushed ice into a plastic bucket, then stood up to hand it to a woman�his wife, I guessed. It was then that I noticed he was unusually tall, at least six feet if not more. His blood-stained, blue overalls, black gloves, and plastic booties gave him an intimidating yet detached look, far more imposing than the trying-to-look-tough-and-rough models in a men�s fashion magazine.
My feet remained rooted in this place I�d always hated as I continued to ogle this man, mesmerized by his street performance.
Fifteen minutes later, when he stood up to deliver his umpteenth bucket of ice, his gaze shot in my direction and our eyes met. My already-accelerated heartbeat instantly doubled in tempo, followed by a tightening throat. I was struck by a passion so intense that I felt I would just collapse into his arms on the spot amidst the bleary-eyed fishes.
Since I didn�t know how to properly react to our fleeting eye contact, I simply smiled like an idiot struck delirious by some unnameable, mighty force. But alas, this moving mass of muscle didn�t seem to acknowledge my existence at all. Instead, I was cruelly jilted by his disdainful gaze, which quickly shifted to glower at the woman beside him. �Hey, bitch! How many times have I told you not to spill ice on the ground? Eh? Stupid!�
Just then there was a loud Thuuummmp! It was a bloody fish head flying off a nearby chopping board, unwittingly killing my burgeoning lust, right then and there.
On my way home holding the plastic bag with the fish squirming inside, I realized it was my love of literature that had turned the man into an object of romance and had transformed him from a fish vendor into a knight striding on his plastic boots to rescue me from the chaotic piles of smelly fish. In reality, he was probably an illiterate scoundrel whose wife-abusing, child-beating addictions were the only entertainments in his miserable, stinking life.
The next day after I told my classmate about this incident, she laughed so hard that she had to squat on the floor, knees trembling.
�Lily,� she blubbered, �you�re amazing! You read too many novels! Instead of inventing attractive traits for men, from now on you should dig out everything disgusting about them so your appetite for love will be smothered instantly!�
I did listen to her, and by doing my best not to let my passion run loose like a wild dog chased by a drunk, I saved myself a lot of wasteful emotions. Until I met Chris and then Alex. And maybe Lop Nor.
I had only myself to blame for all my messy relationships. No matter how much I�d tried to suppress my feelings, I love men and love falling in love with them. Because, with different men, I become a different woman. For Chris, I was a diversion from his duty-filled, boring, married life, and I felt flattered that I could provide the excitement�in life and in bed�that his wife could not. For Alex, maybe I was an exotic dish on the remote Silk Road, a feminine comfort in the masculine desert, and a solace for his loveless childhood. That, too, I was happy to provide. With Lop Nor� although nothing had happened between us�if he was really in love with me as I might be with him, I�d be a cool shower in the hot desert and a glimmer of light in his dark, tragic life.

With all the men in my life, there was only one in whose eyes I was but worthless and good-for-nothing�my father.
I�d been my mother�s only child growing up in the British Colony of Hong Kong. But not for my father; he had four boys with his other wife, whom I had only met a few times.
My mother lost her parents, both factory workers in Canton, when she was only fifteen. Out of sympathy, her aunt, who worked as a janitor and could barely feed her own three kids, took my mother in. But when she heard that an uncle had planned to escape by sea from China to Hong Kong at the next full moon, she dragged my mother to the pier to send her on the uncle�s boat.
When my mother arrived in Hong Kong, she was hungry, penniless, and bitterly hated by the adult relatives. The treacherous sea had engulfed three of them, and the survivors, all blaming my mother for bringing bad luck, abandoned her at an orphanage the following day. For two years, while working as a janitor in exchange for lodgings and meals, Mother was often beaten and starved by a sadistic attendant. One day after a severe beating, she ran away and wandered the streets for hours. Then she spotted a church and her tired feet carried her in.
My mother cleaned for the church in exchange for meals and lodging. Considered a beauty because of her slim figure, oval-shaped face, and silky, waist-length, ink black hair, Mother was soon noticed by a middle-aged man. He came to the church to atone for his sinful nature�dishonest merchant, negligent father, philanderer. The sinner then seduced Mother, got her pregnant, and took her as his mistress. That man was my father, and the to-be-born baby was me. According to Mother, after my father had taken a look at my face and then my lower body, he exclaimed, �A crack! Money losing stuff!� then left without a word. In old China, girls were called �money losing stuff� since they only grow up to marry and adopt another family name. A crack is, of course, where the fortune leaks.
After that, my father rarely came home. When he did, he would first eat my mother�s cooking, then fuck her hard�as if she�d not already been fucked hard enough. Even though my parents tried very hard�my mother suppressing her scream and my father pressing down the thin bed�s violent shakings�it sounded as if they were right underneath me, as in fact they were, because the tiny, rented apartment had room for only the one bunk bed where I slept on the upper level and my mother the lower one.
But each time after my father�s departure, there was a small pile of money left on our multifunctional table (eating meals, doing my homework, doing chores, ironing clothes)�his only redeeming act.
Gradually my father stopped his visits completely. While he was busy enjoying his other woman�s wifely favors, feeding both his mouth and his lust, my mother wore herself down cleaning and running errands to support us. She never missed a day of work, never took a vacation, never asked for a raise, and never complained. This may be considered stupid, but it also generated good karma. Because of her sacrifice I was able to fulfill my dream of studying creative writing in New York. The church, to reward Mother�s hard work, gave her a small pension after she completed her thirty years� service keeping the church as immaculate as the virgin birth.
No matter how hard I tried to persuade her, Mother refused to spend any of her savings but insisted that I should use it for my study in the United States.
When I told her that she should at least splurge on something she really wanted, her answer was always, �I don�t need anything.�
This reminded me of a saying I read somewhere: �Most people don�t get what they want because they forget what they want.�
How very sad. That was my dear mother, whose dreams had, day by day, leaked through the windows she cleaned, between the planks she mopped, the sinks she washed, and the toilets she flushed after other people�s business. Now she�d completely forgotten that she, a maid, had once had dreams. However, she never forgot mine, and that really touched my heart.
That was why I loved my mother but never felt I was my father�s daughter. I was sure that the feeling was mutual. I wondered sometimes, was my infatuation with men compensation for my �fatherless� childhood?
I had no answer for that.
Right then, I only wanted to continue my journey and collect my three-million-dollar fortune.
After that, que sera, sera. Whatever will be, will be.

13
Visiting a Monk

A stranger who suddenly claimed to be my only relative on earth wanted me to have strange sex with a man I had never met who, worse, was a monk.
Of course, I thought, I might not mind it if the monk was young and handsome, but what if he was ugly to death, or if he wanted to tie me up before sex and beat me up after? But if he was indeed young and handsome, then why would he have chosen to be a monk who has to take the vow of celibacy?
If I did have sex with the monk, would this be considered betraying Alex, or even Chris? But hadn�t they already become my exes? Nonetheless, I was willing to face the challenge, of course for the pending fortune, but also to satisfy my dying-to-be-relieved itching curiosity. And on top of that, to prove that I was not a wimp and that I was different.
Anyway, maybe I could think of a way to get out of the situation while still managing to achieve my mission.
So one day, I took a donkey cart to the next village and asked the coolie to drop me first at Lop Nor�s store�in case my healer friend had returned. But his store was still tightly closed. Disappointed, I shouldered my heavy backpack and boarded a bus that took me to Urumqi, and from there a minibus, then a car to another part of the Mountains of Heaven, this one more remote than the Heavenly Lake.
It was already late afternoon when I arrived. However, to reach my destination I still had to ride a special �sedan chair��a hammock attached to two poles�up a narrow, zigzag path. After a half hour the two coolies who had been carrying me, one middle-aged and the other in his twenties, put me down.
Wiping big beads of perspiration from his face with a rag, the older one said, �Here you are, miss.�
I got off the hammock and paid him. Then I saw a cliff of sandstone soaring up about three hundred feet. �How am I supposed to go up there?� My question came out high-pitched and angry sounding.
The older coolie�s twiglike finger pointed to a weathered path. �Miss, from here you have to climb all the way up to the top.�
�Isn�t there an easier way to get there? Like��
He laughed, revealing a few yellowish, broken teeth. �You mean an elevator? Miss, where are you from?�
Beside him, his young partner laughed out loud.
�Oh, never mind. I�ll try.�
The older coolie smiled. �Climbing is good exercise. That�s why all the mountain monks are invincible martial artists.�
Probably to get my attention, the young man executed a few kung fu chops in the air.
I ignored him, having completely lost my sense of humor. I turned back to Old Coolie. �You know those monks up there?�
�Miss, I don�t know any monks. I watch kung fu movies where the monks are masters of the floating martial arts. And that�s how they fly up and down mountains. Ha!�
To my extreme irritation, now the youngster made a high jump while exclaiming a loud �Ha!�
I cast him a dirty look, then turned back to his boss. �Why didn�t they just build some real stairs?�
The coolie looked at me curiously, then pointed up. �See? It looks like there were once stairs, but now not much left.�
�Why?�
�Maybe because monks don�t want visitors.�
Some silence, then he took off his stained gloves and held them out to me. �Take these.�
�What for?�
He pointed to the remains of the path. �Because you might lose your grip. These will help you hold onto the boulders better. They�ll also protect your hands from bleeding during your climb. Two renminbi .�
I fished out two bills and handed them to him.
�Four, miss.�
�But you just said two!�
�Yes, two for each hand. You have two hands, right?�
�All right, you win.� I slapped two more bills onto his outstretched hand.
�Good luck, miss.� He smiled. �May the Buddha protect you.� After that, the two lifted the poles and hurried away.
I put on the gloves and placed my first step on the path. The philosopher Laozi�s famous line popped into my mind:
A journey of a thousand miles begins under your feet.
Yes!
I started to count my steps. To keep my spirits up, I imagined each one was leading me closer to my three-million-dollar goal with a dream house by the sea, vacations in Europe, French and Italian gourmet food, antique furniture, lush oil paintings, silk and cashmere clothes, Tiffany jewelry, and of course my hugely successful great American novel�.
Daydreaming, I slipped and almost fell but regained my balance just in time.
�Careful! Don�t throw your million-dollar life down the cliff!� I muttered heatedly into the air.
Like a racedog aware only of the rabbit, I focused fiercely, counting my breath with each step. From time to time I�d look down, the scenery looking unreal from my high altitude. I imagined myself suspended between heaven and earth, surrounded by immortals� caves filled with elixirs, magic herbs, and esoteric manuscripts.
At last I reached level ground. Feeling quite dizzy and short of breath, I steadied myself against a rock for a few minutes, gulping the fresh, almost intoxicating mountain air. My eyes wandered until they landed on a small, dilapidated building with a weathered green roof. I straightened up and walked to the entrance. My arrival was welcomed by a large door with a rusty metal lion head knocker. The rust told me there were hardly any visitors to knock on the temple gate. Could it be I was the first in many years?
Gingerly my hand made a few tentative knocks on the gate. No answer. I waited for ten seconds and knocked again. And again. Still no answer. Had all the monks inside turned to mummies? Were they left over from the colonial days of a hundred years ago, or the Ming dynasty four hundred years before that? Still knocking, I felt a sudden panic, as well as pangs in my stomach. I put down my backpack and searched inside for the buns I had brought. Soon I felt as if both the sky above and the earth underneath were spinning ever faster�.

14
Floating Cloud

I woke up inside a small room that smelled of incense. A teenage monk with a long face was pressing a damp cloth on my forehead while waving mint-scented medicinal oil under my nostrils.
�Good day, miss,� he whispered, then turned to shout excitedly, �Master, the miss wakes up!�
From nowhere, a fortyish, muscular monk appeared. Half kneeling next to my bed, he put a thick palm on my forehead and asked tersely, �Miss, are you all right? Do you feel better now?�
I nodded as I sat up. �I guess I�m just exhausted and hungry.�
�Don�t worry, we�ve already prepared herb soup and vegetarian dishes for you. You ready to eat?�
�Yes, please.�
The two monks led me to a bigger room with a wooden table covered with tea, steaming soup, and several dishes.
While I ravenously gulped down my tofu, mushrooms, lotus roots and bok choy, hot soup, and fragrant tea, the older monk watched me intensely like a doctor his patient or a mother her newborn. Finally, my hunger sated, I set down my chopsticks and the young monk took away the plates.
Only then did the older monk speak. �Miss, our humble temple is honored by your presence. But may I ask the purpose of your visit?�
That was a pretty direct question. However, since I couldn�t possibly tell him the real goal, I made up something. �I got lost.�
�Lost, climbing up a steep path to the top of a remote mountain?� His eyes were large as an owl�s and sharp as a wolf�s.
�I�m� writing a novel. There is a scene about a hermit living on a mountain.� I smiled inside. Wow. How did I just come up with something so clever?
He stared at me curiously. �Climbing here alone in the twilight doesn�t intimidate you?�
�I didn�t come here intentionally; I got lost. A panic seized me so I kind of� lost my mind.� I laughed nervously, feeling completely befuddled. �So� Master, why a temple here?�
�Because we�re hermit monks. We want to be as far from the trivial affairs of the world as possible.�
�That�s what I want, too.� I gave out another nervous laugh. �If that�s possible.�
I looked around, but there was not much to look at�an altar with offerings placed before a wooden Buddha, and rough walls decorated with a few paintings of Buddha and Guan Yin, the Goddess of Compassion.
Although this square-jawed, broad-headed monk was robust and in fact not bad looking, I didn�t feel much warmth for him. He seemed careful not to show his emotions�if he had any. But that emotionless mask could have just as easily concealed boiling passion.
The monk spoke again. �It�s already dark, so you cannot go down the steep hill now. You will have to stay here overnight.�
That was exactly what I wanted. �Thank you, Master. I�m Violet Chen from Taiwan. May I have the honor to know your name?� I thought it was very clever of me to change my name and country.
�Floating Cloud.� He pointed to the young monk who now sat in a corner listening intently to our conversation. �My disciple, Pure Wisdom.�
After I made a slight bow to both of them, Pure Wisdom excused himself to fix the bed in an adjacent room.
I took the chance to ask the older monk, �Master Floating Cloud, only you and Pure Wisdom live here?�
He nodded.
�Do you have visitors?�
�The last was many years ago.�
Just then, the young monk came back and announced that my room was ready.
Floating Cloud studied me with his torchlike eyes. �Miss Chen, I think you should retire now.�

Early next morning, the young monk knocked at my door and led me to have breakfast in the main room. All three of us quietly consumed our rice soup and pickled vegetables. I sensed we were not to speak during the meal.
Fifteen minutes later, as Pure Wisdom cleared away the bowls and plates, Floating Cloud asked, �Miss Chen, are you feeling better now?�
I looked up to him from my steaming tea. �Yes, much better. Thank you so much for your hospitality.�
�If you want to leave today, Pure Wisdom can take you down the mountain. If not, you�re welcome to stay as long as you want. But I�m afraid there�s not much to see around here.�
The young monk blurted out, �Master, what about our library and art collection?�
�You have an art collection here? I�d definitely love to see it. That should be something very useful for my writing.�
Floating Cloud asked, �What do you write?�
Still expressionless. I didn�t have a clue what could possibly be inside his bald, monkish head.
�I�m a novelist. My second book will be a family saga about siblings fighting over a huge inheritance of precious artwork. Since I don�t know much about art or how to research it,� I said, putting up the sweetest smile I could muster, �may I have both the honor and pleasure to see your temple�s art so I�ll be inspired?�
He studied me for a few moments before, to my delight, a faint smile finally made its delayed appearance on his face. �All right, maybe you�re meant to be here. I�ll let you see the art collection, which almost no one knows about. This will be the most auspicious day in your life.�
I put my hands together in the prayer gesture and made a deep bow. �Thank you, Master Floating Cloud. I�ll never forget.�
He picked up the ceramic teacup and noisily sipped his tea before he spoke again. �Fortunately, as monks, we don�t have to deal with families.�
After that, Floating Cloud asked Pure Wisdom to prepare two kerosene lamps. He cast his disciple a commanding look. �Now you stay here and meditate.� Then he turned to me. �Let�s go, Miss Chen.� He extended his hand in a gesture of invitation; I noticed that one of his wrists was wrapped with several strands of amber prayer beads. Each gem, sparkling and lustrous, seemed to beckon me to uncover its little secret.
Floating Cloud led me around corners, then down steep stairs where, after a seemingly endless descent, we finally arrived at a narrow corridor. While I strived to keep up with the monk�s brisk steps, my heartbeat accelerated. Where was he taking me? A secret torture chamber? But I�d already stepped onto a path�or stairs�of no return. What could I do now? Rush back up to the temple, then dash down the mountain just to hit my head on a boulder and have my brains splashed like vomit?
As these thoughts were running through my head, we arrived at a small antechamber with paintings on the stone walls. In the flickering lamplight, I could see the bulging eyes of a fierce guardian, his hair raised as if he was being electrocuted. On the other wall, even more intimidating, another angry god brandished a huge sword to ward off invisible, evil forces.
My temples pounded and cold sweat broke out under my arms and down my back. I felt as if I was about to have a panic attack. There was not a single book in sight! Had the monk lured me here for some evil purpose?
Just then Floating Cloud muttered something unintelligible, touched the third eye of the electrocuted god, and gave it a gentle push. To my astonishment, a door swung open to another room�or another dimension.
He motioned for me to go in.
I hesitated, but he walked inside, putting down one lamp on a table while still holding the other in his mala-bead-wrapped hand.
The other �dimension,� now lit up by the two kerosene lamps, revealed walls covered with wooden shelves. Filling the shelves were books, manuscripts, and embroidered boxes.
Mesmerized, my feet pulled me inside as a �Wah!� shot out between my lips. A slight bitter smell of old paper mixed with the fragrance of residual incense penetrated my nostrils.
As the monk walked around the room, his lamp cast shafts of light on the books and boxes, which seemed to stare back at us with suspicious eyes.
�How many books are stored here?� I asked, my fear subsiding slightly as I saw this was indeed a library.
Floating Cloud stared hard at me, his tone chiding. �It�s never the quantity but the quality that counts. I�m very proud to say that we own a few of the orphaned sutras here.�
�What do you mean��
�These are the only copies in China, indeed, in the whole world.� Pulling out one manuscript he declared, �This one is worth hundreds of thousands.�
When I reached out to touch it, the monk caught my hand in midair, his grasp light but extremely powerful. A pained �Ouuuch!� escaped from my mouth.
Floating Cloud�s expression turned cold. �No outsider may touch anything here. Every single item is priceless. You�re lucky I even let you in here.�
�I�m so sorry, Master,� I said, while noticing that a red welt had already made its impression on my wrist. Floating Cloud must be a master of internal kung fu, like those legendary Shaolin monks.
He set the manuscript down on a table and unrolled it slowly so I could have a good look. As the writing revealed itself, I sensed something peculiar about the vibrations rolling out from the document. Instinctively, I leaned back a little as the monk gave me a disapproving look.
The worn, yellowed paper was covered with neat calligraphy written in the regular style. The title of the work was Diamond Sutra. I�d vaguely heard of this sutra before, but I had no idea if it had anything to do with diamonds�the kind that is forever and supposed to be a woman�s best friend.
I didn�t want to reveal my ignorance by asking how diamonds have anything to do with sutras, so I came up with the banal �It�s beautiful, and the calligraphy so elegant.�
�Can you tell what it was written in?� the monk asked, or challenged, me.
�Chinese ink,� I said. What else? It was such an obvious question.
�Look more carefully, Miss Chen.�
When I scrutinized very carefully, the writing appeared to be in a very dark shade of reddish brown. �Some kind of red Chinese ink?� I asked, feeling another wave of odd vibrations from the manuscript.
�No, not ink.� He paused for effect. �It�s blood.�
The mystery of the vibration was suddenly revealed. Blood. Slowly a chill crept up my spine. What was I doing in this secret chamber inside a creepy temple on a remote mountain in China with a monk who collected manuscripts written in blood?!
I looked up to stare at his face, now eerie under the flickering light. �Animal blood?�
The monk let out a hearty laugh. �You�re probably too young to have heard about this.�
A polite way to say that I was downright ignorant.
He caressed the yellowish paper. Was that made of skin, animal�or human? And whose blood? Was he or she murdered? Committed suicide? But I was too agitated to tell if the vibration was from a bitter ghost or an appeased one.
The monk spoke again, his words clear and heavy as if etched on stone. �Almost a thousand years ago, a high monk needled his finger and used his own blood to write the entire Diamond Sutra. Because the high monk sacrificed his own blood, this manuscript is a living spirit possessing magical power to bless, protect, heal. Or, if need be, sold on the art market for a huge sum of money.�
After the explanation, my frightened nerves calmed down a few notches. �Very impressive,� I said.
�Using one�s own blood shows complete sincerity and devotion. The longer the sutra, the more blood will be used, and thus the greater the proof of the monk�s faith. Sometimes they even compete to write the longest sutra.�
To compete for something spiritual? And to sell the manuscript in the art market for a high price? Did Floating Cloud realize how un-Buddhist this sounded?
With great care and attention, the monk put the scroll back into its box and returned it to the shelf. After that, he turned to me. �Miss Chen, you said you got lost and that�s why you ended up at our temple. But the Buddha taught us that everything that happens to us is the result of karma. Losing your way was just an excuse.�
My heart skipped a beat upon hearing this. But I quickly realized that it was not that he saw through to the real purpose of my visit but because Buddhists believe all things happen for a reason, even if we do not know what that reason is. That�s what he meant by �an excuse.�
�So it�s heaven�s will that I show you our treasures here,� Floating Cloud said, then took down another box, which was embroidered with abstract red and gold patterns. He opened it and peeled off layers of silk to reveal a small, gold Buddha statue.
Even though I am not an art connoisseur, I could tell this was an exquisite piece. The shape of the metal was very precise, yet fluid, as if the sculptor had been carving for many lifetimes. However, the metal was eggshell thin, so as to minimize the amount of gold needed.
As if able to read my mind, Floating Cloud said, �It�s not the gold that makes this Buddha valuable, but what�s inside.�
�What is it?�
With a gentle push of the monk�s finger on the lotus base, a tiny drawer slid open. Inside were small crystals in white, green, yellow, red, orange, purple. As I was dazzled by the crystals� colorful glitter, I felt waves of compassionate energy radiating through me.
The monk spoke. �You�re lucky. Tonight the moon will be big and full, so I feel generous to share. These��his fingers caressed the crystals��are the Buddha�s relics, or sharira.�
�But� didn�t the Buddha live more than two thousand years ago? So how� can this be possible?� I asked, though I did feel a strong connection with the sharira.
�Our temple was destroyed by the red guards during the Cultural Revolution. To save the treasures, my master and two of his disciples disguised themselves as farmers and carried them up here to hide them. In the past, we didn�t even have stairs. It was only two years ago that Pure Wisdom built them, but due to the constant strong wind there�s nothing much left.�
�Were the stairs built for visitors?�
�No. One time I hurt my leg, so he built them to ease my climb.�
�Then how did your master climb up here?�
�We all practice martial arts since childhood. Have you heard of the �floating martial arts� or the �lizard kung fu�?�
�I�ve seen them in Hong Kong kung fu movies.�
�Ha, those are fakes, but what we practice is real. Or surreal when you actually see it. Tomorrow I�ll ask Pure Wisdom to perform for you.�
�Thank you, I�d really love to see it.�
�Everybody does. Today I�ve let you see more than I should, and you�ve accumulated lots of merits by glimpsing the two most valuable treasures here. You might even gain some supernatural power from their aura.�
Floating Cloud wrapped up the statue, put it inside the box, and carefully placed it back on the shelf. After that, he gestured for me to leave. We both bowed, but my feet dragged as I was reluctant to separate from the strong, soothing energy of the Buddha.
After the library visit, I found Floating Cloud not only much less intimidating but also much more appealing. I was starting to like this square-jawed floating cloud and his secret chamber.

15
Seduction of a Monk

Sitting on the skimpy mattress in my room, I was finally left alone to reflect on this weird temple and the even weirder Floating Cloud. Since he was manly, he shouldn�t be hard to seduce. But still, I�d known him for less than twenty-four hours. Was there a skillful Dao of Seduction that seemed artless and spontaneous?
I hoped the sex part would not be too painful or perverse. Although since my teens I�d tried a few daring poses with my different boyfriends, I�d never heard of this hanging-upside-down-lotus, and the upside down part made me nervous. Back in New York, I�d looked it up at the New York Public Library and found a description of this posture in the two-hundred-year-old Erotic Art of China. The book, a sex manual referred to as The Spring Palace Pictures, was supposedly meant to educate newlyweds in the art of the bedchamber. For each pose there was a picture and a poem. The one for hanging-upside-down-lotus read:
A baby swallow floats in the Spring wind.
The evening is seductive and the breeze saturated with desire.
Swing, swing to the joy of balancing the yin and yang!
The swinging beauty, her dress blown open to welcome the erotic hands of the wind, unabashedly reveals herself.
The gentleman keeps thrusting, his desire aroused by the intoxicating scenery blooming with thousands of charms!


To prepare myself for my performance of this alternate �lotus� position�definitely different from the meditative one�I tried to memorize the poem until I gradually fell into a troubled sleep.

The following morning, during the simple breakfast of vegetable buns, soup, and soy milk, I told the two monks I was not feeling well and asked if they could kindly let me stay for a few more days.
Floating Cloud gulped down his last drop of soup. �Of course. Stay as long as you want. Later Pure Wisdom will go to the city to get more food and also medicine for you.�
I turned to the young monk. �I�m so sorry to trouble young Shifu.�
�No trouble, Miss Chen.� He smiled demurely. �I love going to the market.� Then he blushed, as if realizing he�d just said something inappropriate.
Floating Cloud cast his disciple a chiding glance, then turned back to me. �Pure Wisdom is only nineteen, still a boy who loves to play. But he�s also a good boy who works hard and does the errands here.�
Then, I wondered, why had he become a monk? But I swallowed the question together with a big mouthful of my bun.
The master studied me hard. �After breakfast, you rest for a while, then come join us for our morning practice.�
I was eager to learn more about the monks and their rituals, but I had to feign sickness, at least for a while, so I said, �Thank you, Master, I�d love to join you two, but I�m really exhausted.�
It was the first time that Floating Cloud�s eyes adopted a tender look. �Of course, then go back to sleep. If you�re feeling better later, come for our afternoon practice.�
Back inside my room, I sat on the bed, took out Mindy Madison�s document, and stared at her instructions:
Seduce the monk and have sex with him in the �hanging-upside-down-lotus� position. If he screams �Oomarulang� during climax, he is the right one. Other instruction follows.

Feeling a headache coming, I drank water, then inhaled deeply to calm myself. As I tried to settle my spinning mind, I wondered, what did I think I was doing. Was I really going to have strange sex with a stranger monk in a dilapidated temple on a mountain with no stairs?
My better judgment told me I should sneak away from the temple right now and end the whole thing. But alas, I felt so paranoid that I couldn�t even pull myself up from the bed!
I�d fallen deeply asleep when I heard gentle knocks on the door. It was Pure Wisdom.
�Miss Chen, Master invites you to join us for afternoon meditation.�
I thanked the young monk, then followed him to the main room, where Floating Cloud said we�d all go outside to do walking meditation.
�That will do your troubled mind good, Miss Chen.�
He could tell my mind was troubled? Could he also tell that I was going to seduce him?
Thank God that the walking meditation in the fresh air was very pleasant and somewhat soothed my tortured nerves. Floating Cloud taught me how to put my hands together in the form of a lotus bud. �Imagine this is your beginner�s mind, which sees the world with fresh eyes.�
I liked this idea of the beginner�s mind, and the lotus bud was easy to form and looked very elegant. However, it also seemed the right moment to signal that I was attracted to him. So I feigned difficulty forming the correct hand placement and Floating Cloud was obliged to demonstrate by touching and even holding my hand. Although the monk kept his face adamantly emotionless, I could feel the heat emanating from his strong torso. I also noticed the big beads of perspiration forming on his forehead. Good, my message had been successfully sent!
The teenage Pure Wisdom seemed to be completely oblivious of what was going on in this sex-tinged meditation. Maybe his young mind was filled with the wicked pleasures of the marketplace�tasty, forbidden meat, washed down with a bottle of chilled beer!
Minutes later we arrived at a big boulder, shaped, surprisingly, like a sitting Buddha.
Floating Cloud said, �When my master escaped to this mountain, the first thing he saw was this boulder. He knew right away that here was where his karma would unfurl, and that of his disciples.� The monk pointed to the view below. �Now they�re over there.�
�What do you mean?�
�Master passed away a few years ago at the age of one hundred and three, outliving one of his two disciples. Their ashes were scattered in the wind.�
Gone with the Wind. Literally. The image was both so poetic and sad. But I kept this thought to myself.
�Then where is the other disciple?�
�Right in front of your eyes.�
�Oh�.�
We fell silent, and Floating Cloud led us to circumambulate the Buddha-like boulder three times. After that, he said it was time for a break.
I went straight back to my room to rest�and plot the seduction of the monk. My heart pounded. Whether fortunately or not, I was finding myself more and more attracted to this floating cloud.

Half an hour later I went back to the main room for tea and a snack. After that, I tried my best to keep Floating Cloud�s attention by asking questions about Buddhism and his life on the mountain. During our conversations, I kept my eyes staring deeply into his. When I was wondering if he�d gotten my message, his hand fleetingly brushed mine as he picked up the teapot.
Before I could think of the best way to respond, Floating Cloud spoke. �Let�s move to the courtyard. Pure Wisdom will perform his impossible stunts for you.�
In the late afternoon, the courtyard wore a different face�sleepy and eerily quiet. Below, I could see the purplish haze, and above, the all-knowing, pale gray sky. Pure Wisdom had changed from his loose gray Buddhist robe into a yellow, body-hugging kung fu outfit.
Expression serious and hands balled into fists, he bowed first to his master, then me. �Master and honorable rare guest, now your humble servant is going to demonstrate his inadequate skill.�
I smiled, feeling pleased by this young man�s pretended humble way of saying, �Watch out, now I�m going to show off my ultimate kung fu!�
And then, the young monk was defying gravity by walking perpendicularly up the temple wall! Before I had a chance to applaud his impossible stunt, Pure Wisdom was back on solid ground. But a moment later he had jumped high up onto a tree and was flying from branch to branch. In a few seconds, he disappeared from sight, leaving only the sound of rustling leaves and crackling branches.
When I was about to ask Floating Cloud where his disciple had gone, the young monk was already standing in front of us, smiling proudly.
�I can�t believe it! Pure Wisdom, how did you do it? Is it an illusion?�
Now it was his master�s turn to smile proudly. �Buddhism tells us life is illusion, but there is no illusion in real kung fu, only daily, bitter practice. I�ve been teaching him since he was three. Not many people can stand my grueling, inhuman training.�
Inhuman?
Face flushed a glowing pink, the young monk said demurely, �Miss Chen, my kung fu is nothing in comparison to my master�s.�
I turned to Floating Cloud. �Would the master also kindly reveal his consummate skill from his years of bitterest practice?�
�That will not be necessary.� He shook his head, bright and round like a bronze mirror.
�But��
He cut me off. �All right, let�s all retire early today. Pure Wisdom will go get food and some medicine for you. He�ll leave in a few minutes and won�t be back till tomorrow.�
�Please don�t inconvenience yourself. I�m not sick, just tired.�
�He doesn�t mind. I know he just can�t wait to get away from the temple, especially me, if only for a few hours.�
We all laughed.
Floating Cloud spoke again. �Miss Chen, supper has already been put outside your room. Please eat on your own. We monks have to follow the religious rule of abstinence from food after noon.�
Walking away, I couldn�t believe my good luck that Pure Wisdom was leaving me alone with his master. What perfect timing for me to seduce him. Then a thought hit me. What if Floating Cloud was sending his disciple away so he could seduce me?
Outside my room, I saw a tray with two buns, a bowl of rice soup, a thermos of tea, and a pair of chopsticks, all neatly arranged. After I ate, I washed my face, set my alarm to wake me up in forty-five minutes, then went to bed for a quick nap.
When the alarm woke me, I let down my long hair and meticulously combed my three-thousand-threads-of-trouble. Then I put on makeup and changed into a dress�nothing fancy, but shapely and leg-revealing.
Of course there was no mirror in this temple for bald-headed monks. But I had a small one in my backpack, so I used it to carefully inspect my face.
Mirror, mirror on the wall, who�s the fairest of them all?
There was no mirror on the wall, and I had no competition as to who was the fairest in the temple hall. I felt happy at what looked back at me.
Then I sighed, already feeling the sexual tension in the air.
I walked all over the small temple, but Floating Cloud was nowhere to be seen. Another fear seized me. Could the two monks have gone together, leaving me all by myself in this isolated temple?
I headed for the Buddha-shaped boulder, planning to meditate to settle my mind. As taught by Floating Cloud, I walked around the boulder three times with my hands in the form of a lotus bud. When finished, I strolled around to see if I could find Floating Cloud. But only the faint sounds of rustling leaves, buzzing insects, and chirping birds reached my ears.
After walking for another few minutes, I heard an unfamiliar sound. I could not tell if it was the heavy breathing of a human, or something inhuman. Perhaps I could put my yin eye to use in finding the creature emitting the sound. Heart pounding, I hurried about trying to trace its source. While I continued walking, the sky was getting dark quickly, and I feared I had lost my way. Then the sound came again from close by, and I recognized that it was human.
It was a man�s heavy breathing and sighing. I moved around to trace the sound and noticed that it came from behind a boulder. It was Floating Cloud! What was he doing here in the dark all by himself? Executing his bitter practice under the full moon? When I stepped closer and peeked over the boulder, I saw the silhouette of his broad back crisply outlined by the dim mountain view below. To my puzzlement, his body seemed to be jerking violently. Was he injured? A few seconds later when I realized what was going on, my hand involuntarily slapped over my mouth and my feet fell back a few steps.
Floating Cloud was masturbating, right here on the temple grounds!
Unexpectedly, a deep sympathy crawled up inside me as a pool of heat rose between my legs. I took a few deep breaths. Then, feeling generous and fearless, I walked straight up to him and embraced his thick torso from behind. I buried my face in his muscular neck�like a child his mother. The monk didn�t act surprised at all by my �ambush.� Instead, he grabbed my hands and pulled me tighter against him. Then his hand directed mine to hold his sex, now damp and puffed hard like a poisonous fish.
Finally the monk turned to face me, and our lips instantly stuck together. After a long, entangled kung fu stunt with our tongues and limbs, he took off my clothes, flung them to the ground, and with his muscular arms lifted me up to a strong, wide branch of an ancient tree. He kneaded my breasts with his deft, lotus-bud-forming hands, alternating with sucking my nipples hungrily with his sutra-chanting lips. I moaned and howled and screamed as if in pain. My body trembled as if thrown into hellfire or submerged in freezing water. When he finally parted my legs and entered me, he did that with such sheer power, pure yang energy, and fierce concentration that I was sure this sexual kung fu must be the result of his bitterest practice.
I let out a heaven-shattering cry. The rustling leaves echoed �Aaahh! Aaahh!� as the branches shook violently in the erotic wind. When he came, he exclaimed in his resonant voice, �Oomarulang! Oomarulang! Oh, heaven Oomarulang!� It was a weird cry, but I was touched nonetheless.
After this series of outbursts, the monk�s instrument slipped out of me as he buried his head between my breasts, his lips slightly teasing my nipples. I moaned and squirmed in pleasure at this post-sex bonus. I caressed his shaved head like a mother her scanty-haired newborn. This hermit monk�where did his strong desire come from? Certainly not from his disciplined meditation and sutra reading, practiced for exactly the opposite purpose�to curb desire. Were his practices futile? Or is it that human desire cannot be curbed?
In the dark womb of the night, neither of us spoke, each savoring the unspeakable after-pleasure of this primitive act between a man and a woman. I was very tempted to ask the meaning of �Oomarulang� but decided to keep my mouth shut so as not to mar the moment.
Without a word, the monk lifted me down from my branch, helped me put on my clothes, then carried me back to the temple.
After stepping inside the hall, he gently put me down. �We can spend the night in my room.�
It was the first time I�d been inside a monk�s bedchamber. It was quite bare except for a brazier placed at the corner next to a lamp and a calligraphy scroll with the word si�mortality�hanging on the wall facing the bed. Strange that someone would have this unpleasant reminder of the inevitable in front of him each morning when he wakes up.
The monk fussed over the brazier and the lamp for moments before they were finally lit. He stared at me while I took off my clothes and went to curl up in his solitary bed, waiting for him. Then he slipped off his monk�s robe and slid into bed, our bodies touching, warm and toasty under the thick blanket.
He wrapped me in his strong arm. �Tell me, why do you come all the way to this temple? Surely not to comfort a lonely monk by sharing his solitary bed.� His voice was thick as the blanket and intoxicating as the dark, sensuous night. After this pleasurable lovemaking, would he turn mean or violent if he knew the truth? I could not afford to find out. So I changed the subject.
�Are you glad that I came?�
He reached out to caress my breast.
�Don�t you have a place to go back to?� His fingers were now working deftly on my hardened nipples.
�I like the tranquility up here so I want to stay longer.�
I turned my head and discovered that he had already fallen asleep.
Staring at the bare ceiling, a thousand thoughts ran through my mind. Not only had we made love, but it was in the hanging-upside-down-lotus position. Did the monk possess a third eye to see my thoughts? Otherwise why had he lifted me up onto the branch to take me?
Now I needed to reread my aunt�s instructions to be sure I carried out the next step properly. Gently I disentangled myself from Floating Cloud, slipped off the bed, and went back to my room. I took out the document and read:
During sex, if the monk exclaims the mantra �Oomarulang,� then you�ve found the right person. He is in possession of the Diamond Sutra and the Gold Buddha. Now you must go inside the secret chamber and take the two treasures, then return them to the Turpan Museum where they belong. You also need to remove the fake ones now on display.
Do not hesitate. This is not stealing, but returning the treasures to their rightful owner.

I sighed heavily. What in the hell had I gotten myself into? How was I going to get these treasures out from under the eyes of the two monks? Floating Cloud was no moron, and his disciple was a floating martial artist. Then I had an idea. While I mulled over the details, my feet dragged me back to the monk�s room, then his bed and his warm body.

It was still dark when I woke up. Outside the window, the birds� chirping mixed with the leaves� rustling created a stimulating heterophony. Floating Cloud was still sound asleep beside me. Had the beneficial position tired him so much? As he slept his breathing was slow and deep and his body appeared shrunken and vulnerable. His recent impropriety seemed to have dissolved under the warm, motherly blanket. He became a small boy again, innocent and na�ve, like my Alex.
Alex, I�m so sorry that I� betrayed you. What are you doing now in New York? Do you still think about me, desire my body, savor our desert lovemaking?
Hai, what had I done with my love life? While I thought I was truly in love with Alex, less than two weeks after he�d gone, I was already in another man�s arms, a monk no less.
I shook my head, watching Floating Cloud�s chest rise and fall. I had already carried out part of my task, but the treasures I was supposed to steal seemed unattainable. Should I just smother him under the blanket right here and now? But of course that was just pure fantasy. So instead of smothering a sleeping monk, I smothered my overactive imagination and thought of a different strategy.
�Ahhh! Heaven!� I screamed, sounding eerily strange even to my own ears.
The monk jolted awake. Swift and precise like a fox, he jumped off the bed and pulled me down, then covered my body with his naked one.
�Are you hurt?� His voice, filled with concern, came out a heated whisper.
I didn�t answer, but trembled like I was possessed.
He moved away to carefully scan the room and peek outside the window. Then he came back to hold me, his facial muscles tensed. �Did you see someone?�
I both shook and nodded my head; my body continued to shake.
�You stay here. Let me go check and I�ll be right back.�
As he stood up to slip on his robe, I pointed to a far corner outside the window. �Yes, right over there! Oh, heavens, she�s moving! Help! Help!�
His eyes followed my pointing finger as he walked to the window. �But there�s nothing there.�
�Yes, there is!�
He looked carefully everywhere before he came back to hold me. �It�s only in your head. Calm down. Please.�
�No, I saw it, it�s a she! With long hair and a red stuck-out tongue! Oh, my God!�
He lifted me onto the bed and cooed. �Let�s meditate to rid your mind of these vile thoughts.�
I buried my head into his broad chest. Then I flipped my eyes and trembled my lips, while my body shook like a small boat in a violent storm.
�No! She�s coming to get me! Coming to get me! Oh, please, no! No!�
�Shhh� please� stop screaming. Don�t be scared. There is no ghost, only me here with you.� He was still holding me like a father his favorite child. �Relax, no one will come here to disturb you. You�ve just had a nightmare.�
My act lasted a few more minutes before I came out of the trance.
I disentangled from his grasp, looked up to study his face, then put up a sweet, innocent smile. �Master Floating Cloud, I�m hungry. Can we eat?�
He looked completely puzzled. �Are you OK?�
�Yes, why?�
�You mean you have no idea what just happened?�
�Not really. What happened?�
�You were possessed!�
�What do you mean?�
�You were rambling and acting strange and talking nonsense. You claimed a she-ghost was coming to get you.�
I stared at him with widened, innocent eyes. �Did I really act like that?�
�Yes!�
I thought for a long while. �Hmmm� maybe you�re right. Now I remember. I did see something�.�
�What did you see?�
I didn�t answer his question, but said, �When I was young, I had these fits from time to time and that really freaked out my mother. I possess yin eyes to see ghosts.�
He laughed. �Pure Wisdom and I chant, perform rituals, cleanse, and purify this place twice a day. So I don�t think there are any unwholesome things here.�
I understood by �unwholesome things� he meant ghosts, or other beings beyond the human realm.
I remained silent.
�Did you see a doctor for your fits?� He looked at me, eyes filled with concern.
I nodded. �But they couldn�t figure out anything wrong. So finally my mother took me to an herbalist who gave me a mixture of herbs and magic spells written on paper. She cooked both and pushed them down my throat.�
�Did it work?�
�Yes. I haven�t had that for a long time until tonight. So it must be triggered by the unfamiliar environment here. Oh, Master Floating Cloud, please don�t let me have another attack tonight!� I buried my face into his warm chest and sobbed.
He caressed my head. �Do you remember what those herbs were?�
�Yes,� I said, then wrote down on a piece of paper the long list I�d learned from my missing Uyghur friend Lop Nor.
He studied them with a serious expression, then asked, �Why don�t you carry the medicine with you?�
�I never expected this would happen again.�
A few seconds passed before the monk spoke again. �I�ll go get these herbs for you. But I can�t leave you here in case��
I smiled faintly. �Don�t worry, I�ll be fine by myself. I�d rather you get me the herbs, if you don�t mind. Then we don�t have to worry that I�ll have another fit.�
I pointed outside the window at the fish-belly white sky. �See? Dawn has broken, so all the spirits should have gone back to the other realm where they belong. You don�t have to worry if you make it back here before the yin world opens up at midnight.�
�All right then, I won�t be long. At most five, six hours. But are you sure you�ll be OK here?�
I nodded emphatically. �Yes, believe me, I�ll be fine.�
After Floating Cloud got dressed and was about to leave, he said, �In case Pure Wisdom comes back before me, just tell him what happened. Be careful and get some rest.�
I walked the monk to the gate. After watching him descend the path and vanish from sight, I rushed to my room, took my backpack, then dashed down the long stairs to the basement. I had not the slightest idea how Floating Cloud made the wall open with a push of his finger, so I kicked violently at the wall with all the force I could muster. It worked.
Under the dim light of my flashlight, the secret chamber appeared surreal with the yellowish, thousand-year-old manuscripts soundlessly watching my every move. Now, all by myself, I felt overwhelmed by the vibrations emanating from the room. All the words in the sutras seemed to join together in whispering their ancient wisdom to my modern, unreceptive ears. Or to overpower my vulnerable psyche with their thousand-year-old qi.
I took deep breaths to calm and focus myself. I couldn�t afford to fail, not having come this far. If caught, would I be killed here? Or simply gone with the wind, like Floating Cloud�s master? Would anyone think about me after I was gone? Probably not for long. Chris would still be with his wife and kid, and Alex, if his young mind would still remember his older lover, might occasionally reminisce about our affair as one of his many Silk Road dalliances.
Forcing my mind to focus back on the task at hand, I surveyed the room until my eyes lighted upon the two embroidered boxes that stored the bloody Diamond Sutra and Gold Buddha. I took both down and pushed them into my backpack.
Although I was not a Buddhist, I muttered a prayer to the Buddha to understand and forgive what I�d just done and, I hoped, to protect me. Since I needed all the help I could get, I also said prayers to God, Jesus, and Mary, even though I doubted they�d listen to my prayer about their rival scripture and god.
I knew I would regret it later, but I couldn�t take any time to channel my yin energy to see if there were spirits who could tell me what other secrets were hidden in this forbidden, ghostly silent room. I cast a last glance and closed the door behind me.
Fearful that Floating Cloud or Pure Wisdom might return at any moment, I rushed upstairs, dashed outside the temple threshold, and began the long descent downhill. In my haste, my feet slipped a few times and I had to grab onto vines or rocks to prevent myself from falling. The coolie�s gloves proved to be a smart purchase; otherwise the bleeding from my hands might have led the two monks to think I�d had an accident and start searching for me. I wished nothing more at this moment than to disappear from their sight and from this temple forever.
Just as I was struggling down a slippery section, suddenly I saw movement in the distance. My heart knocked violently against my ribs. Whether it was a monk or a ghost, it would be equally disastrous! Panicked, I slipped and fell into a hole. Fortunately the hole was not deep and I just scraped my knee. I peeked from above the rock and looked. The figure was moving fast as if he was taking long strides. When it got closer, I realized, to my utter fear, it was Pure Wisdom! I had not forgotten that Pure Wisdom was a floating martial artist who could walk on walls and glide between trees. However, to my great relief, he failed to spot me, so a few minutes later I climbed out from the hole and practically rolled down the hill, ignoring the burning pain on every part of my body.

16
A Healer�s Fate

Back in the seeming safety of my desert cottage, the first thing I did was to hide the treasures. I pulled open one of the tires and stuffed the box containing the Gold Buddha inside. Since the box with the scroll was too long for the other tire, I put it underneath my mattress. Not a very subtle hiding place but the best I could manage at that moment. Relieved, l fell into a deep sleep.
When I woke up the sky had already turned dark and the clock next to my bed read 10:30 PM. I�d been so tired that I�d slept through most of the day. I got off the bed, washed my hands and face, then took out the two treasures and examined them. The Gold Buddha gleamed under the kerosene lamp, as if dying to tell me the story of his adventures on this Red Dust. Under a gentle push of my finger, the base spat out the small tray holding the numerous crystals, supposedly leftover ashes of the Buddha.
Suddenly it occurred to me that the two monks might try to track me down. The only safe thing was to return the two objects to the museum as soon as possible. Then I told myself that the monks� chances of finding me were close to zero. After all, they did not even know who I was�Lily Lin, not Violet Chen as I had told them. Besides, my village was almost a hundred miles from the mountain monastery, and it was not even shown on the map. However, these were not ordinary monks but kung fu experts who managed to live on a mountain with no path.
I went to boil water and brew tea. After taking several sips of the hot, fragrant liquid and feeling more relaxed, I sat up straight, unrolled the scroll, and braced myself to study the Diamond Sutra. According to Floating Cloud, this was one of the most powerful, profound scriptures in the world. Respect and awe rose up in me as I began to read.
All living beings, whether egg-born, womb-born, moisture-born or spontaneously-born, whether formed or formless, whether sentient or non-sentient; whether they are aware or unaware, not aware or not unaware, all these beings will be led by me to Nirvana and released from the cycle of birth and death�.

When my eyes landed on the single character for death, my heart sank as words shot out involuntarily from my mouth. �Lop Nor is dead!�
I fell back onto the bed and waited for my heart to stop pounding. Then I reached to turn off the lamp. I began to channel my energy until I sank into a trancelike state and felt my yin eye open. Dimly, I sensed that recently someone had entered my cottage, someone from another realm. The being, apparently male, had lingered for a long time, anxiously waiting for me. Now in the tender of the night, its residual vibrations still seemed to be palpitating, vibrations that seemed to come from someone recently departed to the yin world.
I muttered in the dark, �Lop Nor, are you here?�
No answer. Of course. Even if there were ghosts and they could somehow talk, I didn�t imagine that they could be heard by the living.
I focused on sending energy to my third eye. Moments after, I thought I saw something�a shadow flickering by the window.
�Please, Lop Nor, if that�s you, are you now in the yang world or the yin one?�
Again, no response.
Feeling that I was about to have a panic attack, I exclaimed, �Lop Nor, please. Give me some sign! Anything! Please!�
Suddenly a strong wind blew in through the window, startling me.
�Just tell me if you are dead.� This time my voice came out softer and calmer.
Again, another wind blew in, rattling the door, the windows, the teapot, the teacup.
�Are you very unhappy? Do you want me to do something for you?�
Yet another strong draft. This time it knocked the teacup off the small table. The sound of the thin china shattering pierced my ears.
Then total silence. I forced myself to stay awake, just in case my friend was going to give me another sign. But it remained disturbingly quiet. Lop Nor�s seeming presence had completely dissolved into thin air. And I, exhausted, fell into oblivion�.

The next morning, I quickly ate two rice balls, drank the leftover tea, got dressed, then left the cottage for Lop Nor�s store.
When I arrived at the herbal shop, the door was half open. Hope surged inside me. Maybe Lop Nor was back and what I�d experienced last night was nothing but my own imagination. With a slightly trembling hand, I knocked at the door a few times before stepping in. Then, to my distress, it was not my Uyghur friend who came to greet me but a plump, fiftyish man�in a blue shirt and a matching muslin hat�I did not recognize.
�I�m the landlord. Lop Nor is gone, so we�re not doing business anymore.�
To my relief, he spoke in Mandarin. Maybe he could tell I was Han Chinese.
�I understand. I�m Lop Nor�s friend. He helped me to find herbs.�
�So you must be the girl from the U.S.?� His round face lit up.
I nodded. �Yes, I�m Lily Lin.�
The landlord immediately went behind the counter, snatched a letter and a bulging package, then came back to hand them to me. �Lop Nor left this package for you. I also have a letter he mailed to me to give to you.�
�Do you mind if I sit here while I open it?� I glanced at the envelope hoping to see a return address, but no such luck.
�Go ahead. I�ll be busy packing and cleaning up.�
I sat down on my usual chair, tore open the envelope, snatched out the letter, and saw Lop Nor�s neat, childlike writing in Chinese:
Miss Lin,
Your prediction was right. My wife and child are alive. But this is bad news for me, not good. Before, every night I could not sleep believing that they were dead. Now, every night I cannot sleep knowing that they are alive�because they refused to acknowledge me. The hope you gave me when you entered my life was soon crushed by cruel fate.
After you left, I had a dream in which I saw them together in the marketplace, laughing and looking happy. As soon as I woke up from the dream I went to the shaman�s village, risking my life to look for them. I soon spotted my wife and son. They were happily talking and eating, just as in my dream.
I dashed up to them. But instead of looking happy and throwing herself into my arms, my wife stepped back with a shocked expression. She was not happy at all! Instead she looked so disgusted that I felt my body being axed a million times. As for my son, he looked scared and didn�t seem to recognize me either. He hid behind his mother and looked at me suspiciously.
She grabbed our son and tried to pull him away. I held onto her and asked, �Aren�t you happy that we are a family again?� I begged her to come home with me but she refused. When I tried to put my arm around my son, my wife moved in front of him to block my hand as if I were an abductor, or a leper.
Angrily, she asked me to leave them alone and not spoil their good life. But I�d thought she had a good life with me! I�d given her everything she wanted and pampered her like a princess. But she said I didn�t understand women. Was she crazy, or me?
Then she told me she was now the shaman�s wife and my son his son.
I felt like I�d been struck by lightning. She was having a rich, luxurious life with the murderer of my family! My wife glared at me and said she would tell her husband about our encounter and if I kept harassing them then I needed to watch out. I realized they must be under a spell cast by the shaman.
Life does not make sense anymore�there is nothing left for me. My only hope is to reunite with my family, especially my mother and grandfather, in the Black Dragon Pond.
My friend, you are a good person. My life came back a little every day when you began your visits to my store, especially when you told me that my wife and son might still be alive.
I will leave all the special herbs and recipes for you, including how to decoct the snow lotuses. I hope they will be of use to you instead of ending up in the hands of the ignorant, or evil. I buried the herbs in plastic sacks under the grave marker of the boy named Tangri, my son whom I�d believed was killed during the massacre. You should be able to easily unearth them. There are no bodies buried there; they are all under the lake as I told you. I just placed the markers there to commemorate my family�to have a place for me to pay my respect.
I believe the shaman put a fatal spell on me because I have not been feeling well at all, and even my best herbs have not helped. When you read this letter, I�ll be a ghost with a big stone tied around each of my feet, just like my relatives. The stones will keep me at the bottom of the lake where I belong, and where my family will be with me again after all these years.
I am leaving my jade pendant for you. I know you liked it.
This was my wedding gift to my wife, but she rarely wore it. She only liked new things and this stone is one thousand years old and contains spirits. I have been wearing it since I believed my wife was dead.
I hope this jade will watch you living a long, healthy, happy life. I also hope that you�ll think of me from time to time when you touch it.
Good-bye.
Your loyal friend�s last writing
Lop Nor

The jade and letter in my hand, I wiped away a tear, then braced myself to tell the landlord. �Lop Nor is not coming back.�
�I figured.�
�How did you know?�
�Because he never missed work or left suddenly. He knows he�s needed here. He�s dead?�
�No, but traveled to a far-off place to collect herbs.�
A heavy sigh escaped from the plump man. �Lop Nor was a wonderful healer. There are not many good ones these days. I need to tell his patients.�
Of course he knew that I�d lied, but like me, he just didn�t have the heart to tear off truth�s mask to stare straight at its cruel face.
I thanked the owner, left the store, and headed home. On my way, my heart was pounding like a jackhammer, my back sweating, and my hands trembling.
I went straight to the cemetery, found the grave and dug it up, took out the bags of herbs, put them in my backpack, and quickly left, not eager to take a chance of being seen.
Back in my cottage, I reread Lop Nor�s letter while tears flooded my cheeks like water from a collapsed dam. I wished I�d had the audacity to caress my friend�s hands when they were still warm. Those big, crude, scarred, brown, herb-collecting hands always smelling of plants, mud, and the mountain. But now icy cold and pale under the lake.
Then my eyes landed on the necklace. I remembered I�d liked the jade so much the first time I�d laid eyes on it that I�d almost asked Lop Nor if he would sell it to me. I�d have never imagined that one day I�d actually own it�but, sadly, at the expense of his dear life. In my sadness, the jade appeared even more beautiful to me. Why must beauty so often be attached to sorrow? Now the jade seemed to me like a big crystallized tear. I lifted it to my nose, hoping to sense some lingering life from my departed friend.
Next I opened the plastic bags, took out the different herbs, the notebook with recipes, and his diary. Together with the necklace, I aligned them in a circle to symbolize cyclic continuity, like the seasons, hoping that Lop Nor, though gone into another world, would somehow make his return. Each variety of herb was wrapped in a piece of rice paper, carefully labeled. These must be Lop Nor�s most precious items collected from secret locations on the Mountains of Heaven. Flipping through the notebook I saw that it contained complete descriptions: where he found the herbs, the best times of year to collect them, how to decoct them, even dangers to avoid.
I picked up one of the packages at random and opened it to find a bunch of dried yellowish-white flowers with pale green leaves. Didn�t look like much to me, but obviously had been precious to him.
Then I began to thumb through his notebook until I found what I was looking for:
Name: The Mountains of Heaven Snow Lotus
Nature: Gifts from heaven. When the Queen Mother of the West took her bath in the Heavenly Pond, the celestial maidens scattered snow lotuses onto the water.
Found: The Mountains of Heaven, northern and southern slopes, 4,000 meters above sea level. They grow in severely cold climate and thin air where no other plants can survive. Found on overhanging cliffs and precipices and also between cracks of rocks and ice.
Characteristics: Grows from seed to flowers in three to five years. Its root, stem, and leaves possess healing potency.
How to collect: Do not pull with force in one movement. This will damage its roots and the area it grows.
Function: Because of the plant�s ability to survive, it can cure many diseases: rheumatism, bronchitis, gastric ulcer, hemorrhoids, back pain, fever, chills, rare cancer. It facilitates blood circulation, dissipates humidity, regulates menstruation, inhibits discharge, stops semen leakage, restores potency, confers longevity.
Recipe:
For men: Soak one snow lotus in Ke wine for ten days. Drink one cup daily.
For women: Soak one snow lotus in Huang wine for ten days. Drink one cup daily.
Warning: Not for pregnant women.

I set down the notebook and sighed. The information was so detailed and precise. Then I also wondered, was there any herb for my brain? Was there an herb that would help me to get out of this ordeal in one piece? And maybe even help me finish writing my novel later?
I was soon tired of reading Lop Nor�s detailed descriptions of treatments for obscure conditions I�d never heard of. So I picked up his diary�I�d been dreading to look at it, lest more tragedy would reveal itself.
Heart beating, I flipped through the inch-thick book where every page was filled with my friend�s large, chaotic Chinese writing. Finally I stopped at one page where the penmanship seemed particularly disordered.
Life on my own is very lonely and painful. But I have to go on with healing so my family, especially my grandfather, did not die in vain. I still remember the happy days when he took me to collect herbs on the mountains. He used a magnifying glass to look at the leaves, tasted them with the tip of his tongue, then told me their names and characteristics.
Alas, my poor little boy will never carry on the family�s healing tradition. I don�t know what I did in my past life to deserve such severe punishment in this life. That�s why I believe I must work even harder to heal others in the hope that I can neutralize my bad karma.

I closed the journal and let tears roll down my cheeks. I felt as if I was peering into Lop Nor�s soul. He was the only man with whom I felt so intimate, yet who had never touched my hand or tasted my lips, who had not even seen my bare shoulders, let alone my naked body.
My hand continued to flip through the journal until I spotted my name and began to read:
Recently a young Chinese woman visited me for herbs. Our friendship grew. I even took her to the mountain, to my secret place, and helped her find the herbs she needed. This is the first time I brought another person with me up the mountain. So I must be out of my mind. To leak all these secrets of herbs to a stranger�a woman!
She is beautiful and lively and we talked long hours. I�ve never talked so much to anyone, certainly not a woman, besides my wife before she passed away�.

I realized that he had written this when he still thought his wife was dead. I continued to read.
Every day I go to the door, hoping to see Lily. When I see it is a patient instead of her, my heart sinks. I must be really out of my mind that I�d rather see her than those who need my help. She comes often, so the villagers will gossip.
I can�t tell if she has any feelings for me. Her mind seems to be always occupied by something else. On the Mountains of Heaven, she overheard me singing �In the Distant Land� but showed no recognition of my feelings.
If I fall in love with another woman, am I betraying my dead wife? And what about my son, would he like this Chinese woman if he were still alive?
Alas! I know many herbs to cure heart disease, but not any to win a woman�s heart.

I closed the notebook and pressed it against my chest. An immense sadness rose inside me as I thought of Lop Nor�s difficult life, his wrinkled brown face and strong, rough hands. I regretted that I�d been so immersed in my thoughts of Alex that I had completely ignored his feelings for me. Yes, I liked him, too, very much, though not as much as I did Alex. How had I let my emotional life become so entangled? I�d never thought of making love to Lop Nor, but now this possibility was forever gone with the desert wind.
I picked up his necklace, kissed it, and put it around my neck.
�Lop Nor, I�ll always think of you,� I murmured to myself, to the pendant, and to my friend, wherever he was.

That night I had a dream. Lop Nor, his son, and I were a family. We lived near the cool Crescent Moon Lake and made our living by selling tourist souvenirs. One night when his son was asleep, we tiptoed outside our house and headed toward the shimmering lake, where we took off our clothes and plunged in. We frolicked, splashed water at each other, and laughed like children, then we made love. The moon and its silvery sprinkles were everywhere�the sky, the lake, our happy faces, our naked bodies.
When Lop Nor kissed me, he murmured, �My love, I�m kissing the moon.�
After passionate love, Lop Nor dived under the lake. I was waiting for him to call me to join him to make love again on the lake�s bottom. But alas, he never emerged. I screamed, but my voice was lost amidst the intense moonlight and the glittering stars�.
I awakened to the sound of my own scream. For long moments, the burning images of the dream lingered before finally fading. I was both sad and happy that it was but a dream. Sad that the sex was only imaginary and Lop Nor was no longer in this life, but happy that Alex was. And sad that on his last day in Urumqi, Alex and I had quarreled and that he�d left angry and hurt. Would we cross paths again on this Ten Thousand Miles of Red Dust? As lovers, or just as friends?
I lifted Lop Nor�s pendant from my neck and pressed my burning lips to its cold surface. I realized that since I had no intention of being an herbalist, the best I could do with the precious herbs I�d been bequeathed was to pass them on to someone who could make use of them.
However, as much as I would never forget Lop Nor, I needed to move on with my own life. Thus decided, I felt a huge stone lifted from my chest.
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Turpan Museum

The next day I awoke before dawn, swallowed a bun, and downed the leftover tea. Then I put the scroll and the Buddha into my backpack and set out. Though I wanted to make one last trip to the Black Dragon Pond to pay my final respects to Lop Nor, I decided I could not take the risk. It was all too possible that Floating Cloud and Pure Wisdom would soon discover my theft and come after me. Lop Nor was already dead, and nothing I could do would bring him back to life. Sad to say, since the dead cannot move on the earth, the living must move on. I was nervous carrying the two treasures: The sooner they were back safe in the museum, the better.
I went to Urumqi first, and from there took a tedious bus ride on the new highway to the city of Turpan, once an important oasis city during the Silk Road days. At the dusty bus stop, there were no taxis, but a broken-down car slowed in front of me and I struck a bargain with the driver to take me to the Turpan Guest House for a few yuan. I checked into the dingy room, took a quick shower in the hotel�s communal bathroom, then went to sit on the sagging bed where I spread out all my papers, books, and maps to plan.
The next move would not be easy. I needed to wait patiently for the right moment to exchange the reproductions in the Turpan Museum with the two pieces I had taken from Floating Cloud�s temple. I scribbled down all possible options, deleting the most impractical, leaving:
1. Bribe the museum director.
2. Seduce him.
3. Buy him a big dinner, get him drunk, then take his key.
I quickly crossed out the second one. After Floating Cloud, I had no appetite for sex with another man, monk or not. I didn�t like the fact that the thought had even entered my mind in the first place. Uninhibited in love though I might be, I was not an all-accommodating split-slit slut!
Given the expectation that the drunken dinner might create, this left only the first option. But�what if the director refused a bribe and instead reported me to the police? Other questions leaped into my mind like monkeys cavorting on shaky branches: How could I get rid of the guards and visitors so I could do my job? How would I steal the keys from the guard, or the museum director, or whomever, to open the display window? And how would I know which key was the right one? If I failed to get the key, could I break open the vitrines without setting off the alarm?
After these agonizing ponderings, it occurred to me that museum security was probably not very tight in such a remote place as Turpan. From the Silk Road books I�d read, the Chinese are quite casual about their own treasures�unless someone else wants them. After all, explorers like Aurel Stein and Paul Pelliot walked away with thousands of manuscripts and art from Dunhuang with nary a peep from the Chinese. Only when these works became famous in Europe did the Chinese raise an outcry and condemn the explorers as bandits. Now anyone caught trafficking in such objects was quickly shot. So my only hope was that the Turpan Museum was still as relaxed about art treasures as in Stein and Pelliot�s time.
After more racking and tweaking of my mind, I still couldn�t think of a good plan, let alone a perfect one. So I decided to take a look at the museum first. If security was lax, I�d sneak in, find a way to open the display window, and exchange the objects. Worst case, I�d befriend the curator, or, as the last resort, seduce him.
Then I sighed, thinking of my young lover. Alex, sorry that we fought on our last day together. I hope you understand that my calling in life is different from yours. You want a family, and all I want is freedom, including the freedom to love. I don�t want to be like my mother, imprisoned by one man, one love, one life.

The next day, under the scorching sun, I climbed into a taxi that looked almost as old as the city itself and asked the driver for the Turpan Museum. It seemed a good sign that he had to ask directions from another driver�most likely the museum was not as careful as those that attracted crowds in the major cities. As we drove through the desert, I watched the endless stretch of blue sky, brown sand, and yellow cliffs. I lifted my camera to capture the intricate formations sculpted over the millennia by the invisible hands of wind and rain. As I snapped away, I felt a tinge of regret at not having the leisure to explore this peculiar land.
So when the young driver looked at me in the rearview mirror and asked, �Where you from?� I shrugged to discourage the unwanted conversation.
The museum was even smaller than I�d expected. It looked more like a private house with a few rooms of personal items accumulated over a few years. At the Metropolitan in New York, the entire collection would barely fill the smallest room. I walked to the reception desk where a sloppily uniformed and plain-looking middle-aged woman was gulping ravenously from a plastic bowl.
I cleared my throat. �Good morning. How much for one ticket?�
Cheeks bulging as she chewed, she answered without looking up. �Five.�
I handed over a five renminbi.
Again, she didn�t bother to look up at me as she handed me the ticket, her other hand tightly clutching her bowl of roast lamb over rice like a child her favorite toy.
�Thank you.�
�Don�t take pictures or touch anything.� She gave me an annoyed look, her voice harsh and raspy.
After that, she went back to devoting all her energy to devouring her food. Her cheeks continued to masticate, her chopsticks tapping hard on the inside of her bowl with merciless determination. The food was steaming and she wanted to give it her total attention before it got cold. I appreciated her engagement with her food, while being extremely grateful for her carelessness. Both the food and her appetite for it started my saliva flooding my mouth; I swallowed it in one big gulp.
Once inside the dingy museum, I wandered around the different rooms and was surprised�and not so surprised�that there was only one guard, skinny and nervous looking. Instead of watching me, he paced around mumbling to himself.
It didn�t take long before I spotted the glass cabinet with the Gold Buddha. Even though I was not an art historian, I could tell Floating Cloud�s was the masterpiece�the gold shone with a mysterious luster from age, and the Buddha�s face was alive with deep compassion and wisdom. I strained my eyes to read the small description next to the statue inside the cabinet:
BUDDHA IN GOLD
Made in the Tang dynasty (ninth century). This statue is pure gold with a halo, bead necklace, and lotus flower seat. Buddha�s face is serene, with eyes half closed in meditation and legs crossed in the full lotus position.

Then I noticed a small keyhole at the lower right-hand corner of the glass case. After looking around to make sure that no one was in the room, I took out my Swiss Army knife and used the screwdriver to see if the lock would budge. But no luck. Then I noticed, to my delight, that next to the Gold Buddha was the Diamond Sutra. Resting on a red, wooden stand, the rolled-up sutra was only opened to the first two pages.
The description next to it read:
DIAMOND SUTRA
Though written in Chinese, the text is one of the most important sacred works of the Buddhist religion originally founded in India. By the time this sutra was made, woodblock printing had been practiced in the Far East for more than a century.
This scroll was copied by the high monk Xian De from the eleventh-century Song Dynasty. Xian used his own blood and spent a year in total isolation to complete writing the sutra. Imbued with the high monk�s blood, intense faith, and spirituality, this masterpiece was believed to possess magical power to bless and protect.

I wondered if the museum people knew that both the Gold Buddha and the Diamond Sutra now on display were but reproductions, albeit very skillful ones.
I took another look at the sutra. Whose blood was on this fake one? A cow, a stray dog, a pig�a fat one for its abundant supply of blood?
I looked carefully around the display case and found that the statue and the manuscript were actually placed inside the same case. This meant I only had to break open one case to get both objects.
One stone for two birds.
One arrow for two eagles.
This time I laughed out loud, but then instantly killed my laughter. There was nothing to be happy about, not until I had exchanged the two objects and disappeared from the museum.
I suddenly noticed two men in their sixties milling around the room, talking to each other in heated whispers. When did they come in? Why hadn�t I noticed? I must have been so immersed in my thoughts that I became inattentive. I bit my lip; I could not let this happen again.
The two men, both wearing white shirts and gray suits, looked like they were scholars or archaeologists. Judging from their intense expressions and animated discussions, they must be arguing about the objects on display. Not wanting to arouse their attention, I lowered my head and hurried outside the room. At the entrance, the same receptionist was now cracking watermelon seed between her teeth and reading a newspaper. She did not bother to look up at me.
A good sign.
After I left the museum, as I was wondering what to do next, I spotted a small eatery across the street. I headed straight there, sat down, and ordered peanuts, buns, dumplings, and tea, which I couldn�t possibly finish but just so that I could stay longer. While eating, I studied the museum but didn�t see anyone going in or anything unusual. A few hours later, when I was sipping my tea and picking at my leftover food, the two �scholars� came out, followed by the receptionist and the guard.
I had come up with a plan and would be back tomorrow.

The next day, I put on a T-shirt, blue jeans, and a thin jacket, then pulled my long hair up into a chignon and wore a baseball hat, trying to look as unremarkable as possible. This time I arrived about an hour before closing time. Today more people, about eight or ten, milled around, watched by the same male guard as yesterday. I walked around looking for places to hide while consciously staying outside the guard�s vision. About fifteen minutes before closing time, I sneaked inside the storage room and hid myself inside a closet. The room was a mess with piled-up boxes everywhere, so I didn�t think anyone would find me.
Half an hour later, once all was quiet, I cautiously opened the closet door. But then, just as I was stretching my stiffened arms and legs, I heard footsteps in the distance. Instantly I moved back inside the closet, closed the door, and pressed my ear on the door to listen. A man and a woman had come into the storage room, talking and giggling. Who were they and what were they doing in the museum after closing time? My heartbeat accelerated as the noise came closer so that they seemed to be right outside my hiding place.
A man�s voice said, �See? This is the best place. I guarantee no one will find us.�
Then the woman�s harsh voice floated in the air. �You�re bad, so bad.�
It was the receptionist! What the hell was she doing here?
The man teased. �You�re bad, too, following me like a puppy.�
Both laughed nervously, then mumbled something I couldn�t hear.
Soon I could hear clothes dropping on the floor, followed by groaning and moaning.
The man declared in a heated whisper. �Oh, heavens, how come you have such huge, soft fucking breasts like pillows!�
This was followed by the woman�s laughter and her sky-rocket-shooting scream. �Harder, please, harder! Oh, yes! Don�t you dare stop, or I will tear off your turtle head!�
The receptionist looked so prim and sloppy. Who would�ve imagined she could fuck with such abandon?
Listening to this couple�s coupling, I thought of my lovemaking with Alex and felt an unspeakable sadness. What was he doing now? Was he thinking of me?
Then the moaning and groaning stopped, followed by the man�s urgent voice. �Quick, let�s get out of here before any mishaps. I don�t want to lose my easy job just watching a few assholes pace around!�
Then the receptionist�s, �What time is it? Damn, I have to go home to cook for my husband and son!� followed by the sounds of pulling on clothes, then footsteps hurrying away.
The guard, the bored receptionist�a married woman with husband and child�a rendezvous in the museum�s filthy storage room. I couldn�t believe it.
I waited fifteen minutes, making sure no sounds came from anywhere in the museum before I sneaked out of the closet and headed straight to the exhibition room.
I again inserted my Swiss Army knife�s screwdriver into the keyhole. This time I twisted it with more force, but the lock refused to budge. Frustrated, I thought of breaking the glass but soon dismissed the idea as stupid. Then I put on my gloves and used my whole force to turn the knife. Bit by bit the lock yielded, painfully, like a pretend virgin.
Quickly I took out both the fake Gold Buddha and the Diamond Sutra and put them inside my backpack, then, with utmost care and respect, replaced them with the two authentic ones. After that, I closed the case, muttered a short prayer to the authentic Enlightened One now sitting in his rightful place, then left the room.
Of course the main door was locked, and this time no matter how I abused the Swiss knife, the door adamantly refused to succumb. My heart beat fast as different scenarios flashed across my mind: spending the night here and sneaking out tomorrow, getting caught, suffocating from the heat and turning into a mummy�.
Then a lightbulb went off in my head, and I hurried to the toilet. Inside, human excretion filled every trough to the brim, looking like hot chocolate mousse but not smelling like it. I had to use all my willpower to ignore the stench so I could concentrate.
Yesterday when passing by the bathroom, I remembered seeing sunlight filtered through windows. Yes, here they were! I reached to open the nearest one, and to my delight, it was not locked. Swiftly I climbed up to the ledge and jumped down to soft sand. It seemed too good to be true. But it was, like the Chinese say: �When water arrives, the trough forms naturally.� Ha!
Outside it was already dark and there were no cars around. The restaurant was still open but with only one customer, and I didn�t feel comfortable eating there, lest the owner recognize me. Even if I did, what would I do next?
The only way seemed to be to walk the five or six miles to the nearest station and see if I could catch a train back to Urumqi�although it was unlikely there was more than one train per day. Fortunately both the reproduction Buddha and the fake manuscript were light, so my back was not strained or my neck crushed. Nonetheless, my mind was weighed down almost to the ground.
Three hours later, my legs wobbly from the long march, the train station happily came into view.
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The Marketplace

Finally back in Urumqi after a long, fitful train ride, I checked into the Xinjiang Hotel. Once again in this now-familiar city, a sense of comfort and security returned. After all the nerve-racking events of the past months, I felt I desperately needed a respite before continuing my journey. My next move would be to visit the blind fortune-teller�they are assumed to be able to �see� the future, though no one has ever explained how. Still ahead of me was the crossing of the Taklamakan Desert to search for a treasure buried under a wall. My final destiny�assuming I was still alive and in one piece�would be to meet my aunt and her lawyer, Mr. Lo, then collect the three million dollars. I needed a break but did not want to delay receiving my fortune.
During the next few days in Urumqi, all I did was sleep, eat, and take walks. For meals, I did not bother to find restaurants but just ordered room service. Even though I was not staying at the Welcome Guest Hotel this time, just being in Urumqi brought back bittersweet memories of Alex. I could not help wondering how he was. Was he sorry about our quarrel? Were his parents bad-mouthing me?
Then, as I was drifting off to sleep one night, a thought emerged. What I really needed was a more complete break�I could go back to New York to see Alex, and maybe even Chris. But this idea brought new worries: What if Alex had already forgotten about me and was dating someone his age�or even younger? As for Chris, I was sure he�d be happy to see me, at least for the free bed-warming�if he hadn�t yet seduced another student. Appealing as the thought of returning to New York to relax, eat some good food, and see a few good movies was, I decided I should visit the blind fortune-teller first, then return to China to finish whatever I was destined to finish.
My last day in Urumqi, I set out for the city�s famous bazaar to shop, take pictures, and enjoy myself. The weather was pleasant, with a slight breeze to dissipate the heat and a clear sky to clear my befuddled mind. The market was crowded as usual with Chinese, European tourists, Uyghurs, Turks, Mongols, and Tibetans. Many of the �foreign� men possessed robust physiques, brown skin, deep-set eyes, and high-bridged noses. I found myself gawking at these exotic faces like a teenage girl transfixed by pictures of her favorite male movie stars.
Some men stared back at me with expressionless faces, others smiled, yet others cast me curious glances and muttered in languages I didn�t understand. The non-Chinese women, also with big eyes, high noses, and honey-colored complexions, mostly ignored me and went on with their business of haggling with vendors or scolding their overactive sons and whining daughters. By the roadside, groups of children in colorful outfits played their own invented games with plastic toys�cars, soldiers, animals, dinosaurs.
I was delighted to see vendors everywhere selling crafts and food. Bright-colored hand-sewn carpets and bolts of silk had been laid on the ground for people to haggle over. Pottery and porcelain wares of varied sizes and shapes kept beckoning me to caress their silk-smooth glaze and take them back to a cozy home. A tall, dark orange vase with bold streaks of turquoise suggested to me a dark-skinned woman with sensuous, elongated fingers picking berries under the turquoise sky.
The owner lifted up the vase and yelled to me, �Ten, ten. Take home!�
Though I was tempted to adopt the vase, I knew I couldn�t possibly carry such a weighty and fragile object in my backpack and then in my luggage back to the U.S.
Hurrying away, I inhaled the delicious smell of food�seven-ingredient soup, grilled meat, kebabs, huge flat nang bread, fresh fruits. I stopped to appreciate green and mauve grapes hugging each other in huge clusters, like blossoms napping in spring. Metal basins overflowed with a huge variety of nuts and dried fruits�walnuts, almonds, raisins, currants, bananas, plums�all piled up high like camels� humps.
I wandered aimlessly, bumping into people and listening to strange syllables emitting from their maroon, sensuous lips.
One little girl dressed in red pulled my jeans and said in disjointed English, �Come, come, buy nang! nang!� while pointing to a huge, round, crusty pancake�the size of a twelve-slice pizza�on a table in front of a young woman, no doubt her mother.
I had learned that nang, like rice for the Chinese, is a staple for the Uyghur people, especially during long-distance travel, since the bread can stay edible for months.
�How much?�
She lifted three of her dirty fingers. �Tree.�
I took one nang from the young woman and handed the little girl �tree� bills.
Then I stooped down so my face was at the same level as hers. �Little friend, how did you learn English?�
She giggled. �Ghosts, white.�
�You like white ghosts?�
She nodded her pretty head, then stuck out her tongue and rolled her eyes, imitating a ghost, I supposed. After that, she giggled uncontrollably while dashing to hide behind the young woman.
I waved to them and walked away, strolling and munching on my Uyghur �pizza.� A harsh-looking male vendor pushed a piece of meat almost into my mouth with his blackened, calloused hand.
I pointed to my huge nang, gave him a dismissive wave, then continued to walk. Unlike the little girl, he was far from being cute as could be imagined and so failed to get my business.
A small, boisterous gathering caught my attention, so I squeezed through to the front of the little throng where a man in a deep blue apron was performing gymnastics with noodles as long as the Great Wall and as tangled as the plot of a soap opera. To my amazement, like a circus animal trainer, he made the noodles execute a complex ballet in the air. But I didn�t get any noodle soup from him. Though he was cute, his portion was not little, and I reminded myself that my �pizza� was huge.
I left the loud applause behind and resumed walking. Amidst the hustle and bustle of the market, I imagined myself traveling through time to this same place centuries ago. Under the scorching sun, caravans loaded with silk, embroidery, tea leaves, jade, gold jewelry, porcelain, lacquer, bronze, and peacocks lumbered forward, their owners salivating over the soon-to-be-made fortunes. Bells fastened around the camels� ankles emitted crisp, tinkling sounds, breaking the eerie silence of the empty desert. Back from the West, richly attired merchants squatted on the humped beasts, happily surveying their exchanged goods�glass, gems, medicines, spices, wine, rugs, fragrant woods, rich fabrics, ostriches, even heavenly horses tethered behind the camels.
In my reverie, I was the richest merchant�s beautiful daughter who, while riding from east to west and then back, would meet and fall dangerously in love with one of the tall, exotic, dark-skinned men. Except for my eyes, my face was veiled�from the wind, heat, dust, and especially the eyes of these handsome strangers. But the veil�s job was only half done. Bewitched by my eyes�big, long-lashed, greenish brown, haunting�they would project amorous messages straight back to my soul�s windows.
�Alas!� my richly dressed, elegantly mannered father would exclaim, �although my daughter�s face is veiled from the world, secrets keep spilling from her loquacious eyes!�
Then, one day, a prince saw my fleeting, half-veiled visage from the reflection of a brass bell decorating my father�s luxurious carriage. Instantly he was transfixed as if struck by lightning. Like a longing from a past life, my half-veiled, half-revealed face became an unattainable dream. Until one day our caravan was stopped by a bandit, and the prince, leading his cavalrymen on horseback, dashed to my rescue. He chopped off the bandit�s head, caught me as I fell from the bandit�s dying arms, then wrapped me tightly in his manly ones. All this happened on one sultry night when the wind wailed like a rootless ghost, the horses neighed like tortured souls in hell, and the sand spun like a Sufi�s whirling robe�.
In the midst of these wild imaginings, Alex�s face suddenly emerged, followed by a great sadness rising inside me. As I waved my hand in front of my eyes to sweep away this alluring yet disturbing image, I spotted a young meat vendor smiling sweetly at me. He looked to be in his early twenties, the same age as Alex. I sighed. If Alex were here, together we could be shopping for silly little things, snacking on the pungent, grimy meat, telling jokes and laughing together�.
I continued to stroll, trying to pick up the threads of my earlier daydream. But the story refused to move forward. Did the prince and I undergo a stormy, passionate love affair before settling down to an erotic happy-ever-after, surrounded by delightfully shrieking little princes and princesses? I tried and tried but nothing came, so I gave up. Maybe after all I was not a rich man�s beautiful daughter in any of my past lives nor was there any handsome prince coming to my rescue.
Still savoring the impossible fairy tale, I spotted several men squatting on the ground surrounding a jade vendor. Attracted by the brightly colored stones and the powerful, concentric qi emitted by the men, I went up to the group and squatted down just like them, a pose I�d never adopt back in the States or in Hong Kong. The men turned to cast me curious glances.
The vendor, a brown-faced, fortyish Uyghur man wearing a Muslim cap and a white-turned-gray shirt, smiled at my intrusion, then asked in Mandarin, �You want buy jade for friends, relatives?�
I was wrong to have imagined that I�d started to blend in�first the little girl talked to me in English, and now this jade seller in Mandarin.
I smiled back. �Sorry, I don�t have any people to give to.�
He looked surprised. �No family?�
I shook my head.
�Oh, an orphan.� He turned to translate to the others.
Now all the men took on sympathetic expressions, collectively shaking their heads.
Suddenly a worry rose in my mind: Knowing I was here by myself, would they try to take advantage of me?
But the vendor leaned toward me. �Then buy one for yourself, for blessing and protection.� He spread and rearranged the jades on the carpet with his brown hands tipped with stained nails. Staring at his workman�s hands, I thought of Lop Nor digging for herbs and blinked back tears.
Oblivious of the emotions inside me, the vendor spoke. �Miss, these are Khotan jade, worn only by emperors.�
I squeezed a smile. �Then how did they end up on the street?�
�Ah, many years ago kingdom lost, no more jewelry, no cash, no good food, no pretty wives, not even one.� He made a sweeping gesture to sculpt in the air the outline of a voluptuous woman.
All the other men laughed; one emitted meaningful clucking sounds.
I ignored them while sifting through the stones to distract myself. Maybe thinking that I was a serious buyer, soon the others stood up to leave, one after another.
After they all left, the vendor looked around and said in a whisper, as if trying to share with me a slice of heaven�s secret, �Miss, if you�re looking for something special, take a look at my most valuable piece.�
My curiosity was pricked. �What is it?�
He slipped his hand inside his shirt, pulled out an object, then put it in my hand.
An ivory bracelet the color of antique white jade�just like Lop Nor�s white jade pendant. The piece was unusually wide and thick, its entire surface adorned by a streak the color of aged red wine, or Chinese Pu�er tea. Its antique silver clasp was an intertwined dragon and phoenix.
I bounced my hand a little to feel the solid, sensuous weight of the ivory in my palm. A unique piece, an unexpected find in this remote place. As I rubbed the smooth ivory against my wrist, it suddenly occurred to me that this would be a perfect match with Lop Nor�s pendant, now hanging from my neck.
I looked up to the vendor. �I really like it. But� I don�t think I could afford a treasure like this.�
He lifted my wrist. �Miss, only a small piece like this will suit your small wrist. If it�s bigger, even if you want it it�s no use. I�d say this piece has been waiting for you to claim it.�
I thought for a while. �All right, then, how much?�
�One thousand. I give you big bargain, so no bargain.�
This was someone�s whole year salary in China!
I caressed the off-white, luminous texture, smooth like silk and soothing as a massaging hand. �Why is there a red streak in the middle?�
�From tomb. It absorbed some of the dead person�s blood.�
Now the red seemed to undulate slightly before my eyes. Although I doubted it was real blood, the idea intrigued me. Maybe one day I could open my yin eye to communicate with the owner during one of his or her many incarnations centuries ago under a full, blue moon.
�Where did you get it? I hope that you didn�t��
�I didn�t take it from the grave, if that�s what you mean. To disturb the dead would bring bad luck to my family for generations. My family got it from someone else.�
�Then where did that someone else get it?�
He paused to clear his throat. �All right. Thirty-odd years ago, when the government dug up a piece of land to rebuild, the workers found a grave underneath. Inside was a woman�s skeleton with this bracelet around her wrist. It was sent to a museum, but when the museum ran out of money it sold its collection. My grandfather, a rich man, bought this for my grandmother, who gave it to my mother and then my mother to me.�
�Then why are you selling it now on the street?�
�I need the money. My son has been waiting for a kidney transplant.�
�Oh, I�m so sorry.�
�Then buy this bracelet and save a life.� He took out his wallet, pulled out a picture, and showed it to me. �Me and my Baobao, nine years old.�
The picture showed the vendor with a bright-eyed boy in front of a mud cottage.
�But your son doesn�t look sick at all.�
�That was taken long time ago. I didn�t take any pictures of him since he�s got sick.�
�I�m so sorry. I hope he�ll get well someday.�
�I hope so, too.�
I slipped the bracelet onto my wrist, and it fit perfectly. But I asked, �Don�t you think it�d be bad luck to wear someone else�s blood around?�
He laughed, squinting at me. �No, on the contrary, it�s good luck.�
�How?�
�You kidding? Because the blood will enhance the circulation of your blood!�
His comment reminded me of my mother�s fondness for cooking me pig�s brain soup. Almost all older generation Chinese believe in yixing buxing�one shape boosting another similar one. Thus chicken feet are to build dexterous fingers; animals� bones, your bone (especially menopausal women); pigs� kidneys to strengthen your kidneys; chicken heart, your heart�
As a child, I bitterly hated this creamy, white, yucky pig�s brain soup but was forced to drink till not a single, precious drop was wasted. Didn�t it ever enter my mother�s mind that eating pig�s brain might turn her child�s brain into a pig�s?
I asked, �Then why don�t you save this for your son?�
�It�s too small for him. Besides, it only works when the bracelet has direct contact with one�s flesh.�
�All right, I�ll take it.� Even though I thought what he�d said about the blood was sheer nonsense, it was nonetheless a very titillating concept. So I took out my purse, pulled out ten bills, and handed them to the vendor. Then I took off the bracelet for him to put inside a silk pouch.
�Thank you very much.� He looked very happy, but his tone was chiding. �Miss, next time don�t just show your money like this. I�m an honest person, but not the others around here. When people see that you�re a cash-carrying tourist, I can assure you that their brains will suddenly heat up.�
I chuckled. �Thanks for the advice.�
�All right, you take good care of yourself.� He lifted up the four corners of his blanket and tied them into a thick knot. After that, he threw the bag over his shoulder and hurried away before I had a chance to say, �You, too.�
As I stood up to walk, I felt a lead weighing on my heart. Would my meager one thousand really save a child�s life? I couldn�t help but take the bracelet out of its silk pouch to take another look at it. Now the red streak conjured in my mind the image of the desert�s setting sun, the blood from a wounded prince on a battlefield, one of Lop Nor�s most treasured herbs�.
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Seized by a Ghost

The next day I took a train, then a donkey cart back to the little village. Once home, I hid the two fakes inside the tire, then got a bucket of water from the communal tap and washed myself. Feeling refreshed, I took out my bracelet to appreciate, caressing the ivory�s texture, marveling at the streak of red, admiring the exquisite craftsmanship of the antique silver clasp. As I enjoyed my new treasure, my exhaustion and fear seemed to vanish into thin air.
I slipped the bracelet onto my right wrist, then swung it around to feel its solid weight and silky texture. In a happy mood, I brewed tea, ensconced myself on the tire sofa to comfortably sip the steaming amber liquid, then studied my map to plan my trip to the fortune-teller.
A few minutes later, however, I found myself unable to concentrate with a slight headache coming on. I sipped more tea, massaged my temples, took several deep breaths, and resumed reading. But now I couldn�t focus at all. Words on the pages blurred together, like dead ants floating on an oil-filled wok. And my headache escalated. I sensed an anxiety attack coming on, but this time it was real, not surreal like the one at Floating Cloud�s temple.
A loud sneeze, �Haqiiiiii!� exploded from my nose and mouth, followed by my eyes and nose running, then by more �Haqiiiiii! Haqiiiiii!� like a musical motif.
I tried to go to bed, but as soon as I stood up my stomach was ambushed by pangs so severe that I had to plunge back down on the tire. Worse, I also started to cough violently, and my temples throbbed like a ghost frantically knocking as it tried to re-enter the yang world. In less than ten minutes I had become a complete mess! Then an unspeakable fear seized me: Had I caught some horrible, contagious disease from the bazaar?
�Please, I don�t want to die. My worldly business is not yet finished!� My voice sounded desperate in the desert air, which remained adamantly unresponsive.
Despite my extreme discomfort, I rummaged around in my backpack and managed to find the small bottle of medicinal oil. Once I had rubbed the strong, mint-smelling liquid on my temples I felt a little better. I decided to ask Keku for help.
Keku�s expression looked as if she were encountering not me, but my departed soul.
As she led me inside her cottage, she exclaimed, �Oh, heavens, what happened? Did you just have an interview with the King of Hell?!�
I was dizzy; my voice came out weak and breathless. �I don�t know, I just don�t feel well. Do I really look that bad?�
�Yes, your face is as white as a ghost!�
Now Keku�s three women friends all dashed up to gather around me, their strong fingers probing my forehead and cheeks and pinching my third eye. One held her fingers under my nose to see if I was breathing and alive�or a ghost. Thrown off balance by the sudden, overwhelming hormonal attention, my legs gave out and I collapsed onto the floor. Screams and confusion flew around me like bees buzzing in all directions. In my semiconscious state, I felt my body being lifted onto the bed. After that, medicinal oil and hot towels were passed and applied, hot tea was forced down my throat, and thick blankets were thrown over my shivering body. Their improvised movements were surprisingly orchestrated.
While they fussed over me like vultures over a dead body, a loud scream �Oh, heavens, no!� shot out from Keku�s lips and exploded in the room, followed by a succession of rapid mutterings in the same manner from the other women.
I tried to get up but was immediately pressed down by eight strong arms. One pair rubbed something extremely pungent under my nose and onto my third eye, another made small chopping movements up and down my torso, yet another gesticulated wildly while emitting unintelligible utterings.
�Why�?� I started to ask, but before I could finish my sentence, I fell into a deep sleep.

It was night when I woke up. The house was eerily quiet, except for some soft banging of pots and pans. While Keku must have been busy preparing dinner, her son, Mito, was sitting on a chair next to me, watching me intently with his innocent brown eyes.
As soon as those dutiful eyes saw that their exotic Chinese friend was coming back to life, the little boy began to scream at the top of his voice. �Mama! Mama!� I wondered how such a loud, high-pitched voice could possibly be generated from such a tiny body.
Something dropped in the corner with a metallic bang, then Keku�s face appeared in front of me, her fleshy hand on my forehead, and her finger across her mouth. �Shhh��
After a few moments, she asked tentatively, �You OK now?�
I nodded.
�Thank heavens that the spirit finally left you! Evil spirit!�
I looked around the small house. Besides Keku and her son, there were no other people. �What spirit? What are you talking about?�
�Those dirty things. Puuuuhhhh, gone!�
�Keku, can you explain to me what happened?�
Instead of answering, she spoke to Mito and the child suddenly thrust out his arm and pinched my cheek hard with his chubby fingers!
This took me by such surprise that I let out a loud �Aiiiya!� I turned to my landlady. �Keku, how can you let a four-year-old do this to me?�
To my surprise, instead of turning to scold her son, she rubbed his head affectionately. �Good job, Mito.� Then to me: �Miss Lin, Mito is doing you big favor!�
�Are you kidding me? How?�
�You react, so you OK.� She laughed. �Ha, ha, we make sure you alive. A child has purest qi to sense yours.�
Before I could respond, she asked, �You really feeling better now?�
I collected my scattered qi, recalling my earlier discomforts. �Yes, I think I�m pretty much back to normal now.�
�You sure?�
I nodded emphatically. �The headache and stomachache are gone, and so are my runny nose and teary eyes. Yes, I definitely feel fine. Thank you and your friends.�
She pointed upward. �Don�t thank me, thank heaven.�
�Where�s the dirty thing?� I almost chuckled out loud.
She pointed to my wrist.
I lifted my hand and realized my ivory bracelet was gone! I screamed to Keku�s face, �Oh, my God, where�s my bracelet? I paid one thousand renminbi for it!� I wished I could have taken my words back because I didn�t want them to think I was rich�by their standards.
But it was too late. Her eyes were rounded like two lanterns. �Did you say one thousand?�
I didn�t respond.
She laughed triumphantly. �So I just threw one thousand renminbi away. Ha! I can�t believe��
�What? How could you do that? Why didn�t you ask my permission first? It�s one thousand, not one hundred, you understand?�
�Of course I can tell difference between one hundred and one thousand.� Then suddenly she laughed like a drunk lifted up by a hurricane. �Ha, ha, ha, ha, one thousand! Miss Lin��she started to count her fingers��one thousand can buy three sheep, dozen chickens, new bicycle for Mito, new cooking pan for me, new��
I cut her off. �Why did you throw my bracelet away?�
�To save you!�
I tried to get up. �Where did you throw it away? I�m going to get it back.�
Keku said something to Mito, and the mother-and-son duo pressed me down with such a powerful force that I felt like a rat squirming under an elephant�s leg.
I screamed, throwing each a dirty look. �Leave me alone and let me go find my bracelet!�
She screamed back, �It was that bracelet that almost killed you!�
�What are you talking about?�
�That bracelet is possessed!�
�Possessed?�
�Have you ever seen blood trapped inside a bracelet, sloshing around like a wandering, bleeding ghost? That�s why you got so sick. I pulled you back from the Gate of Hell by throwing it away! And instead of thanking me, you�re screaming at me!� Her voice was excited and triumphant, soaring into a heaven-reaching register.
Some silence passed before I gave up struggling. �OK, thank you very much, Keku. Can you two please release me now?�
The four hands left me like a breeze.
She went on. �When I lifted your wrist to check pulse I noticed your bracelet. Since it was such a pretty thing, I moved it around to look. Then, Wah! There was blood moving around with it! I was scared to death. It must be blood from your wrist! My heart sank, because that meant you must be already on your way to see the King of Hell and too late to come back!
�But I wouldn�t give up on friend. So I rubbed my eyes hard to see which part of your wrist the blood came from. But it was not from your wrist, but from your bracelet!
�I wanted to call for help but all my friends had left and Mito is too little to leave with you. Besides, if you were really going to die, I had to see you off and say last good-bye. When I checked your pulse again, it felt even weaker. I decided to do something to pull you back from other side. And quick, before it was too late!
�I took another careful look at the bracelet. Suddenly I realized it must be the ghost who was once the owner of this piece who wouldn�t let go. It was jealous of the new owner�you. So it wanted to take away your life so it can sneak back. Knowing it was a ghost, goose bumps splashed all over my body and all my hair stood up like needles. Then I saw the same happen to Mito�s hair!�
Keku went on excitedly. �I knew what to do. I used all my mother�s-milk-sucking strength to try pull bracelet off your hand. But it fit you so tightly that it refused to leave. A bloody spirit living in that bracelet was trying to take over yours!
�I dashed inside kitchen to get cooking oil, and dashed back to smear around your wrist. Then I shouted, �One, two, three,� and pulled! The bracelet flew off your wrist and dropped onto the floor with loud bang! And the blood inside looked like it was boiling. So the spirit must be furious that its chance to take over you was smothered by me. Not one minute wasted, I pulled Mito with me and walked three miles to nobody land. I dug a deep hole, making sure it was so deep that the spirit had no way to get out. Finished, I put sand back to fill the hole, and I taught Mito to say a prayer with me to pacify the ghost.�
After she finished, Keku touched my forehead with great affection.
�See, Miss Lin, now your fever and pain gone and you completely recovered.�
She turned to say something to Mito. The child clapped enthusiastically and leaned to give me a saliva-smearing kiss.
The gesture was so unexpected that I was moved beyond words. When I regained my composure, I said to the mother-and-son duo, �Thank you so much, Keku, and you, Mito,� and playfully pinched the child�s rosy cheek.
I thought for a while, then told Keku how and where I�d gotten the bracelet.
After I finished, I asked, �Keku, then how come the bracelet didn�t hurt the seller?�
�Because he is not wearing it. Spirit can only come alive when direct contact with flesh.�
�Keku, do you think that the vendor is a bad person?�
Now it was her turn to think. �He told you it was a burial object, so he may know there is bad spirit inside. But I guess he has no choice if he needs money to pay for his son�s operation. He might even think he can exchange his son�s sickness with yours.�
�Is that so? Oh, my God!�
�Or maybe just an imposter, doesn�t even have son.�
Her remark made me feel utterly stupid.
Keku smiled. �Don�t worry, Miss Lin. You�ve recovered. But,� she said emphatically, �next time when you go shopping, don�t forget to bring me along!�
�Yes, ma�am!� I smiled, then said, �Keku, tell me where you buried my bracelet.�
She shook her head so hard I feared it might come off her neck.
�Please.�
�So you want to find ghost and bring back to village? No way!�

20
The Blind Fortune-Teller

The next day, now fully recovered, I immediately started to plan for my visit to Master Soaring Crane, the fortune-teller. Blind since a child, he had developed an acute auditory and tactile sensitivity. He was known for his feng shui methods but was considered unsurpassed in his skill with the Subtle Purple Calculus�a thousand-year-old method based on a person�s date and hour of birth. Soaring Crane lived in a Daoist temple on the Mountains of Heaven, which, fortunately for me, was not anywhere near Floating Cloud�s temple.
After yet another cart, train, and bus ride, I arrived at the southern foothills of the Mountains of Heaven, about sixty-five miles from the city of Kucha.
Looking up I could see the temple between reddish-brown rock outcroppings, but the way up was steep, so to make it easy for myself, I hired two coolies to bring me there in a sedan chair.
After I got off and paid the coolies, I gave the architecture a once-over. Hung above the main entrance was a wooden plank with the name SOARING CRANE TEMPLE painted in bright green against a deep-brown background. As I entered the courtyard, billows of smoke drifted to welcome me from a squat bronze burner. Around the courtyard were several entrances with signboards: MEDITATION HALL, HALL OF BLESSING AND PROTECTION, RESIDENCE OF THE SUPERIOR OLD MAN� Finally my eyes alighted on my destination: CAVE OF THE SOARING CRANE.
In a small hall of four or five hundred square feet was an altar piled with statues of gods and goddesses. Surrounding the deities was an assortment of paper flowers drooping from vases, seemingly nodding to acknowledge my presence. The other walls were covered with images of more gods and goddesses. A wooden desk sat quietly in a corner next to the entrance.
�Hello, anybody here?� I asked, but no response.
I went up to the altar and examined the biggest statue, of a bearded old man holding a whisk. A small plaque next to him was inscribed with the four characters tai shang lao jun�The Superior Old Gentleman. Below the four characters was a description:
The superior old gentleman is Laozi. One day when his mother was seventy-two years of age, she saw stars descending from the sky. One of the stars entered her mouth and impregnated her. Soon she gave birth to Laozi from her left armpit. The baby was born with a full head of white hair, and was thus named Old Gentleman.
Laozi was the founder of Daoism, the most influential philosophy and religion in China. Decades later, disgusted by human machinations, he rode an ox to the West and never returned. Before his departure, Laozi had been asked by the gate�s guard to set down his wisdom. The result was the famous Daode Jing, Classic of the Way and its Virtue.

�Wow, what a story! And this is the famous Laozi,� I muttered to myself while continuing to look.
Just then a crisp male voice called out, �Miss, you want to buy some incense to make offerings to the gods?�
I turned and saw studying me curiously from behind the desk a sixtyish, narrow-shouldered man.
�No, thanks.� I smiled. �I�m Christian.�
�Christian? No good. You�re Chinese. Should be either Buddhist or Daoist. Christian only one god, no use.�
I would have been offended by this remark had I not found him likable and his comment amusing. �Why is it no use?�
He pointed to the many paintings on the wall and introduced each. �Mother Empress of the West, Heaven Emperor, Hell Emperor, Jade Emperor, General of Thunder, God of Happiness, God of Rank, God of Affluence, God of Longevity�.�
�Wow.� So many deities in Chinese culture. Now I was grateful that my mother had me baptized as a Christian, so I didn�t have to be bossed around by so many gods but just One. As a free spirit, I had always tried to avoid authorities by drifting around rules like water flowing between rocks.
The man smiled. �See, miss? When you have troubles, there are all these gods and goddesses to look after you. You think your God can do a good job all by Himself, with no assistance?�
I chuckled. �Maybe you�re right. I�ve never thought of that.� Then I said, �I�m looking for Master Soaring Crane. Is he here?�
He widened his eyes to scrutinize me, then winked. �Miss, what kind of fortune you want�career, success, drop-onto-your-lap fortune�.� He looked up at me. �Or maybe romance?�
I wanted to say, �That�s none of your business,� but stopped myself since he was friendly and comical. A clown, even if a bored and probably lonely one.
�So, that means the master is here?�
�Yes.� He signaled to the back of the room where there was an exit I had not noticed. �But he rarely sees clients now, since he doesn�t need any more money. He�s rich.�
Rich? Living in this run-down place? But I asked, �So is he involved in some other business?�
He chuckled. �No, from donation, big ones.�
�How?�
�Let me tell you, young miss.�
�My name is Lin. Please go ahead.�
�All right, Miss Lin. Master Soaring Crane�s nickname is Shen Suan, Divine Calculus, meaning that his predictions are extremely accurate, I�d say ninety-nine percent.�
�Why not a hundred?�
His eyes gave out a few mysterious sparks. �Because the remaining one percent is for heaven, not us mortals, to know.�
I nodded, liking the idea.
He went on. �Since Master is so good, people literally flood here to consult him day and night, which means that he could be drowned in money, if he didn�t know how to �swim� in this sea of monetary suffering.�
�Then why doesn�t the master hire an assistant?�
He laughed, showing long, yellowish teeth. �Ha, Miss Lin, you�re so na�ve, you think you can learn this kind of skill just like that?� His two fingers collided to give out a small explosion.
�No?� I deliberately pretended ignorance.
�Of course not! You have to be born under a certain star to be endowed with this gift from the highest heaven. Master is so good that after a while he wouldn�t accept any more payments as a means to stop people from crowding his place, ruining his peace, intruding even into his dreams. He made the people stop paying, but now they donate instead�jewelry, antiques, one even a house and a piece of land.�
�Oh, my, then why is he still working?�
�To help people, what else? When Master first started his consultation here, the Daoist priests let him use this space for free. Now Master is paying back their kindness by using his donation money to renovate the temple. The work will start in a month and that�s why you don�t see any visitors around. It�s temporarily closed.�
�Then will the master still do consultation after the renovation?�
�It all depends on where his karma will take him. He said you never know, sometimes once in your lifetime you might run into someone whose star shines so bright that you are transformed. He doesn�t want to miss this kind of destined, once-in-a-lifetime encounter. Miss, haven�t you heard the phrase �the loneliest person is the one whose rival never shows up�?�
I was trying to digest this when he spoke again. �Or the saying that �the happiest chess master is the one who finally meets his worthy rival�?�
The Chinese also say, �Never judge a person merely by his appearance.� This small, insignificant-looking man was definitely not to be slighted. I could only imagine what his master Soaring Crane would be like.
Just then an old man materialized in the small hall. He also had a slight build with delicate-seeming bones and finely formed features. His long, deep blue silk gown, though frayed, enhanced his detached air. Although he wore dark glasses, I sensed he possessed the ability to �see.� Though his eyes were concealed, his qi energy was penetrating. The gloomy room now seemed lit up by an invisible light.
�Ah Hung, if you don�t keep your voice down, how can I meditate?�
I was not at all surprised that his voice was sonorous like a bronze bell.
�Please offer tea to this young lady guest. Never forget our temple rules, and rules number one and two are to be courteous and to make excellent tea.�
Since he was supposed to be blind, how could he tell that I was young, a guest, and a woman?
Ah Hung immediately rose from his chair and went up to the old man. �Master, Miss Lin would like to see you. I�ve been chattering and entertaining her.�
�You mean gossiping.�
�I mean exchanging information.�
�You�d better watch your glib tongue, Ah Hung.�
�Yes, Master. Tonight I�ll vigorously wash my mouth with soap and scrape my tongue with a knife.�
�Better still is to wash your mouth with alcohol and scrape your tongue with a razor.�
�Yes, Master, thank you once again for your valuable advice.�
I chuckled at this pretend chiding from the master and his disciple�s pretend fear; it was obvious they had a genuine bond of affection.
Both were silent for a moment, so I took the opportunity to chime in. �Master Soaring Crane, Mr. Ah Hung was just telling me how wonderful you are and how marvelously precise your predictions.�
He turned to me; his glasses were two bottomless dark wells.
�Please follow me, Miss Lin. I�ve been waiting for you for a long time.�
How could he have known that I�d be coming? I felt some disquiet now in this remote, nearly empty temple.
As I followed Soaring Crane, Ah Hung gave me a thumbs-up and winked to me, as if to indicate how fortunate I was to be in the presence of the master.
I smiled.
The master slightly turned his head. �Ah Hung, don�t make funny faces. Some visitors might take this as an offense.�
Was this old man really blind or just faking it? Then I quickly killed my disrespectful thought. What if he was reading my mind right now?
Despite the two monks� good humor, as I followed the master somehow I felt like a mischievous student about to be disciplined by the school principal. Treading after him and listening to his cloth slippers� authoritative thudding on the temple floor, I thought the sound seemed to synchronize with my thumping heart and the whiny squeaks of my sneakers.
Finally we reached an entrance. The wooden door creaked as he pushed it open to reveal a small room.
Soaring Crane went straight to sit behind a large wooden desk. �Miss Lin, please take your seat.�
I sat across from him. The desk was covered with knickknacks�brushes crammed into a holder, ink sticks, small ceramic ink dishes, rolled-up sheets of rice paper, scroll weights. Paintings and calligraphy covered the walls, and the fragrance of incense in a small burner wafted into my nostrils.
Before I had a chance to say anything, Ah Hung came in the room holding a lacquered tray with a teapot and two teacups. Carefully he put all the items on the desk, then poured us tea. After that, he left, this time without a word or a mischievous wink.
Master Soaring Crane picked up his cup and extended his hand toward my direction. �Please use tea,� he said, then took a long, noisy sip.
I lifted the cup and let the hot steam give my face a much-needed minisauna.
The master said in his sonorous voice, �Even as a child, Ah Hung was very naughty and curious. He likes to gossip, but no harm is done.�
Continuing to enjoy my tea facial, I studied the enigmatic mask across from me. Ah Hung already looked pretty old, maybe in his mid or late sixties, so how old was this Soaring Crane? Eighty? Ninety? Or a hundred, even older than this temple? He could be a temple antique, or a moving mummy!
The master spoke again. �Ah Hung was an orphan; I single-handedly raised him in this temple.�
Not sure how to react, I said, �Sorry to hear that. Master, do you know who his parents are?�
�It doesn�t matter, does it?� He paused to sip more tea, then said, �I was never married, so I raised and educated him as my own child. He was a gift from heaven, and we feel deeply connected with each other.�
�How did you adopt him?� I was sure there was nothing like an adoption agency in this remote part of China.
The fortune-teller tilted his head and laughed, his dark glasses reflecting a goddess, then a fierce-looking god on the wall. Too bad he was blind. Without his dark glasses I might have some idea of what was on his mind.
�It was Ah Hung who came to me.�
�As a baby? How?� Did he crawl here on four limbs? I almost chuckled.
�One cold evening he was left at this temple�s entrance. I had just finished with my last client and gone to the kitchen to cook myself dinner when I heard a cry. It was so loud and urgent that I immediately knew it was a call from above. The cry seemed to be shaking loose heaven and earth while stirring up mountainous waves in the ocean. So I dropped everything and dashed out. On the ground outside the temple entrance was a soggy, squirming bundle.
�From that moment on, I knew our fates were linked. The temple monks and I taught him everything�reading, writing, Chinese aphorisms, and philosophy. He never went to school.�
�Because no school would take him?�
The master laughed his bell-like laugh, tilting his head. �Oh, no, because little Ah Hung just wouldn�t leave me or this temple. I once sent him to a nearby village school, but he caused so much trouble that finally both the school and I gave up. He just wanted to stay with me here and play with the Daoist monks. As a child, he followed me everywhere: when I performed rituals, doing Subtle Purple Calculus, even on trips out of the temple to the houses of rich clients. What he found here in the temple were his toys�cushions, statues, vases, musical instruments, brushes, ink stones. Although a very naughty child, he never broke anything or bothered the monks.�
Soaring Crane paused a moment, then continued, �I was very grateful for the monks who let me work here and raise him.�
�But you also attract huge donations for them.�
He �looked� at me through his dark glasses. �Miss Lin, never think of how you help others, only how you�re being helped. Heaven will know when or when not to reward.�
I sipped my tea, digesting every word uttered through the master�s wrinkled lips. �So, Master, how long have you been here?�
�Like Ah Hung, I was an orphan left at this temple door and picked up by my master, a Daoist monk who taught me to read people�s destinies.�
�How cruel that parents actually abandon their children.�
The master studied me for a while. �This has nothing to do with the parents, but in what place the child�s stars shine. Maybe to their parents they are worthless burdens, but to this temple, they are gifts from heaven.�
�Master, both you and the temple are very compassionate.�
�Compassion and generosity are the two virtues that keep this world from falling apart.� A long pause, then he suddenly changed the subject of our conversation. �Miss Lin, did someone send you to me?�
I stared at my own pale reflection in his glasses and felt a shiver. Instead of answering his question, I asked, �Master Soaring Crane, since I haven�t made an appointment, how did you know that you had a visitor and that I�m a woman?�
He laughed. �Miss Lin, I�ve been waiting for you for ten years.�
�How�?�
�Let me make it real simple. Ten years ago my Subtle Purple Calculus told me that I would have a woman visitor today, exactly ten years later.�
�Oh� excuse my ignorance, Master. How can this be possible, and what exactly is this Subtle Purple Calculus?�
�A thousand-year-old Chinese astrology,� he said. �So, did someone send you to me?�
�Hmm� yes and no, Master.�
He counted his fingers while muttering something in a strangely appealing manner. �Ten years ago, a very special woman came for my consultation. I believe she�s related to you.�
Wow. How could he tell?
I blurted out, �Yes, she�s my aunt.�
I bit my lips. Damn! Didn�t Mindy Madison instruct me to tell him nothing but lies?
The master went on. �I�ll never forget this woman because of her constantly transforming qi. In half an hour, it kept changing from being very full and strong to the opposite. Because of this extreme qi swing, I could tell she�d lead an unusual, dangerous life.�
�Master, I think� she�s already dead.� This time I remembered to lie.
The old man tilted his head and sniffed the air. �Dead? No. But in between.�
�What do you mean?�
�She is now hanging on a thin thread between life and death.�
�Why would that be? Because she�s a bad person?�
�She�s neither good nor bad.�
�What do you mean? That she�s neutral?�
He shook his head. �It all depends who�s judging her.�
I digested his words for seconds, then I lied again. �I think she�s in a very dire financial situation.� Of course, since my aunt had three million dollars to give me, she couldn�t possibly be poor. Could she?
This time the master shook his head emphatically. �No, she�s rich. But not for long.�
Why did this fortune-teller always contradict what I said?
He took a long sip of his tea. �Miss Lin, tell me your date of birth and the exact time when you were born. Then I will show you the map of your life.�

21
More Predictions

This was the first time I�d encountered a fortune-teller who did not need to see my face, read my palm, or examine my handwriting to give predictions.
Once, years ago when I was a child in Hong Kong, my mother took me to a fortune-teller. I remembered his small face was comically covered by his oversized, chopping-block-thick glasses. He held my small hand in his big one and exclaimed to Mother, �Ah, what an unusual child you have, with all these intricate �energy lines� criss-crossing her palm. Ma�am, your daughter will be rich and have an adventurous life. This is already engraved on her palm like a map!�
Would the blind Master Soaring Crane predict the same thing as the near-blind master in Hong Kong?
After I told Soaring Crane my date and time of birth, he meditated, counted on his fingers, muttered to himself, then picked up his brush and swept it across the rice paper with swift, bold movements, leaving elegant calligraphic strokes. I was amazed at how well he formed the characters, even though completely blind. After he repeated the process three times, he put the papers into three small red silk pouches, dropped his brush, and �stared� at me.
Although he couldn�t see me (or could he?), the intense scrutiny was nevertheless nerve-racking. I could feel the strong qi from his small frame overwhelming my already-weakening one.
He handed me the pouches.
�Thank you, Master. What are they?�
�Poems.�
�But I rarely read poems. I prefer novels.�
�Then start to read them. They�re novels in a pouch. Besides, don�t thank me, thank heaven. I�m only a messenger bringing you wisdom from above. Take them out to read when you are in trouble, or when you need to pacify your troubled mind.�
I nodded, feeling bewildered.
He continued, �In your life, the money star, shining strong and bright, complements with your transmigration star. That�s why you�re here in the Silk Road, seeking money, adventure.� He paused for seconds before adding, �And danger.�
The word �danger� gave me a chill.
�Miss Lin, you�ll become very rich and famous.�
�It�s very kind of you to say that, Master Soaring Crane. But I�m very poor and have no idea how to make money.� I lied. Being paid fifty thousand U.S. dollars for the trip with the prospect of getting three million later couldn�t be considered poor, after all.
I went on. �Master, I�ve been struggling financially and was helped out by a former professor. So, how am I going to make a lot of money?�
�I�m only telling you what will happen. �How� is not my concern. Anyway, you�ll make lots of money with your own effort, not from another person.�
But I�d be inheriting three millions from someone else.
�However, your father�mother palace is not properly placed in your life�s map, which means your karmic connection with your parents is weak. Indeed very weak.�
I didn�t respond, thinking of the dead father I bitterly hated and the dead mother I dearly loved, one in hell and the other in heaven, I hoped.
Some silence passed and he continued, changing the course of the conversation. �Your so-called aunt, she�s both good and bad to you. When she came to me ten-odd years ago, she was desperate for help and guidance. But unfortunately she didn�t follow my advice. That�s why she has been suffering. The will of heaven is not to be slighted.�
�How is she suffering?�
�Both mentally and physically.� He penetrated my eyes with his sightless ones behind the dark glasses. �Miss Lin, you�re the only one who�ll be able to rescue her from the sea of suffering. You are her guiren.�
Of course I knew the term guiren�noble person. These are people, including strangers, you may encounter along your life�s path who will give you unconditional help, even saving your life. Simply put�angels. But how could a powerless young woman like me be Mindy Madison�s guiren?
The master�s powerful voice rose again in the small cell. �Someday you�ll understand what all this means. Meanwhile, you have to undergo a long, arduous journey. But don�t worry, your effort will be handsomely rewarded. But you have to be careful�very careful. Now please open the door for me.�
After I did, he yelled toward the entrance. �Ah Hung, is the soup ready?�
�Master, can Ah Hung hear you that far away?�
He nodded. �I�ve been summoning him like this for many years since I developed arthritis and can�t walk all the time to fetch him. After all these years his hearing is extremely acute.�
Soon Ah Hung materialized by the door, holding a tray. Carefully he laid down the two steaming bowls in front of us. Before he left, he leaned to whisper into my ear, �Miss Lin, very nutritious black chicken soup with very precious wild ginseng.�
Now that his disciple was in the room, the master was making an effort to lower his voice. �Ah Hung, do your job without boasting, especially not to our noble guests. Also, don�t whisper to any guest when there is nothing to hide in this land of purity. Go eat your own soup in the other room.�
�Yes, Master,� Ah Hung said, then winked at me as he dragged his small posterior out the door.
The master yelled to his back, �Ah Hung, how many times I�ve told you not to wink to our honorable guests, except small children?�
�Of course, Master!�
Was this decrepit old man really blind? Just then, as if to clear my doubt, Soaring Crane took off his glasses and cleaned them with a handkerchief.
�The steam of the soup mists my glasses,� he said, then looked up to stare at me with his sightless pupils�two cloudy white marbles like the eyes of a fish left under the sun for days.
I stared at him, trying to suppress an �Oh, my God!� and then quickly averted my glance. What if he could tell by his sixth, seventh, even eighth sense that I was staring at him? Although the soup was steaming hot, my body felt chilled.
�Please, Miss Lin,� he said, putting his glasses back on.
We began to eat the delicious and qi-filled soup. Soaring Crane made loud, slurping sounds, just what I had been severely criticized for as a child.
He spoke between sips. �Feel free to slurp and enjoy. This soup is cooked with many yang ingredients to generate a warming effect.�
I looked up from my bowl. �What yang ingredients?�
�Black chicken, wild ginger, dried dragon-eye pulp, and red berries cooked by fire from the raw wood dried in our courtyard for months under the sun. Ah Hung deliberately chose these ingredients to complement your yin nature.�
Could he tell that I had yin eyes?
After I drained the last drop, I said, �Master Soaring Crane, the soup is excellent and so is your consultation. I am very grateful that you generously gave me so much of your precious time. Now I think it�s time to stop bothering you and Ah Hung. I�ll� pay him on my way out.� Although Ah Hung had told me his master had stopped charging, I still thought I should offer to pay.
When I stood up and was turning to leave, Master Soaring Crane waved me to sit back down. �Wait a minute, Miss Lin. Please sit for a while.�
I sat down. Suddenly I was afraid he would ask for more money than I could comfortably afford.
But his question surprised me. �Are you wearing something around your neck?�
My hand involuntarily reached to touch Lop Nor�s pendant. �Yes, but how can you tell?� I immediately regretted my question, since he might take it as a remark of his blindness.
�Because I�ve been analyzing your qi since you�ve been in this room and realize that the strongest part of it comes from around your neck. You�re wearing white jade, right?�
�Yes, but how do you know it�s jade, and white?� Maybe he was only faking blindness after all! A charlatan! Then how to explain his cloudy, dead-fish eyes? Some kind of theatrical makeup?
�Miss Lin, jades can be hundreds or thousands of years old. So only jade can send out vibrations like this, not silver or gold, which is newly made by gold- and silversmiths. Since old jades have been absorbing all kinds of qi from the universe and from their different owners, they release very strong, complex vibrations.�
I touched Lop Nor�s pendant. �Master, what kind of vibrations has this pendant been sending out?�
�Please take it off and let me touch it.�
I slipped off the jade and handed it to the fortune-teller.
He caressed, rubbed, weighed, and bounced it in his pink, fleshy palm. Then he shook his head. �Miss Lin, better not wear this anymore.�
I protested. �But, Master, this is a very precious gift from a very dear friend!� I thought of the one-thousand-renminbi ivory bracelet thrown away like garbage by Keku. So, no, I was definitely not going to do the same with my dear departed friend�s precious family heirloom.
�Then more reason not to wear it. Because this person�s spirit is still very much attached to the necklace, so it will throw you off balance, especially during inauspicious moments like sickness, getting lost, being frightened.�
�But it�s just a necklace.� My Western mind still believed that my earlier sickness was caused by the polluted air in the bazaar, not something so ridiculous as a ghost dwelling inside my ivory bracelet.
�Stones, especially jade, are very powerful,� Soaring Crane murmured, then licked his wrinkled lips. �Let me be straight with you, Miss Lin. I�m afraid that this jade has locked in too many tears. If you wear it, you�ll be the one who will shed those tears.� He paused, then added, �The one who wore it before�a life so tragic as his will take many years of tears to repay.�
�How do you know the owner was a man?�
�The qi, it�s very yang.�
I nodded.
He went on. �This man is� in love with you. Deeply.�
I sighed. �My friend was drowned in a lake.�
Now I could see the master�s dead-fish eyes darted in their small confines behind his glasses. �No, in tears.�
Before I could respond, he continued, �That was just the physical manifestation of this accident. The ultimate truth is that he was drowned in tears triggered by his beloved woman. Or women. Please tell me his story.�
I did. This time no lies, since Lop Nor had nothing to do with Mindy Madison.
After I finished, Soaring Crane let out a long exhalation. �Hai� You know, Miss Lin, according to the Subtle Purple Calculus, all of us are granted by heaven one hundred and twenty years to live. But because this dusty world is filled with all kinds of dangers and dooms waiting to grab you, only those who escape them survive. We are all born with twelve stars governing our lives. The Life Star decides our character, and the Transmigration Star our actions. If we can balance the two, we can all live to a hundred and twenty.�
Was the master already close to his hundred and twenty years?
He sighed. �No one escapes the entanglements of this world, do they?�
Suddenly I imagined there might be a poignant love story hidden behind those dark glasses and sightless eyes. I hesitated a moment before I threw out the forbidden question. �And you, Master?�
His answer surprised me. �Of course not.�
�Do you mean�� I was about to ask if his heart had also been broken by a woman�or several women.
But the master said, �Although I�m a lay person, not a monk, I was never married. Ah Hung and this temple are my lifelong entanglements.�
I smiled. �Ah Hung is a very sweet person.�
�Sweet? More like sweet and sour. If only you had a chance to live with him!�
We both laughed.
Moments passed. He �looked� at the pendant again, his expression turning serious. �If you wear this around your neck as you do, the bad vibrations will enter your life.�
�But Lop Nor is not going to hurt me, not even as a ghost!�
�Not intentionally, but accidentally. If this necklace means a lot to you, when you go home, wrap it in a clean cloth, preferably silk, and put it away in a dry, cool place. This way it�ll be left in peace while still feeling close to you. Just don�t wear it, especially not touching your bare flesh.�
He handed the pendant back to me. �For now, you can put it back on. Otherwise it might be stolen or lost on your long trip back. But don�t forget to take it off when you�re home.�
�Thank you so much for your advice, Master,� I said, putting the necklace back around my neck. Now it suddenly seemed weighted with a ton of sloshing tears.
�Miss Lin, yours is a peach blossom life. Maybe it�s flattering and pleasurable to have all these men chasing you. But ultimately you better stay with one. Passion and lust will vanish like smoke and dust. Only true love lasts.�
He paused for a few seconds, seemingly deep in thought, then added, �Most of your lovers are mutually destructive with the element of water. It�s their fate.�
Before I could ask how, he waved a dismissive hand. �I�ve revealed to you enough of heaven�s secrets. Now you can take leave. I need my afternoon nap.� Then he craned his neck toward the door. �Ah Hung, come and show Miss Lin the way out!�
I opened my bag and pulled out my purse. �Master Soaring Crane, you still haven�t told me how much��
He cut me off sharply. �Miss Lin, please don�t embarrass me and yourself. Anyway, your consultation has already been paid.�
�But by who?�
�Your so-called aunt. Ten-odd years ago, when she came here for consultation, she left a large amount of money to the temple. That was how I could maintain the temple and bring up the orphans. So now both you and her debt are paid.� He went on. �Your so-called aunt is not a bad person, she just has bad judgment, which led to a bad life. By donating she�s neutralized some of her bad karma.�
�Master, may I ask why you referred to her as my so-called aunt?�
�Heaven�s secret will reveal itself when the right time comes. Just follow the Way. Always wait till the right, propitious moment to act. In this dusty world, timing is everything, so is patience. Also, don�t forget to exploit the use of your yin energy. It�s very charming. I�ve been feeling it all along.�
I pondered what he had told me, awed by the wisdom of this decrepit old man. What more pearls were hidden inside his face�s oyster shell�like wrinkles?
Then he suddenly recited something like a poem. �The soft always overpower the strong. Nothing can be softer than water, however, nothing can destroy the hardest thing like water.�
Now he looked me in the eyes. �It�s from Laozi�s Daode Jing. I doubt a Western-educated young woman like you would have heard of this.�
�Sorry, Master.� I involuntarily lowered my head even though I knew he couldn�t see me. Or could he? Maybe through his third eye.
�Miss Lin, you may return to visit us anytime.�

Outside the temple door, Ah Hung had already arranged for coolies to take me down the mountain. �Miss, visit us when you have time. It�s quite lonely up here.�
�I will, and thank you, Ah Hung.�
He handed me the three embroidered bags. �Miss Lin, you forgot to take this wisdom endowed by Master. People are willing to pay a fortune for Master�s heavenly granted knowledge, not to mention his much-sought-after, exquisite calligraphy.�
�Oh, how could I�ve forgotten this?� I said, taking the three �poems in a pouch� from Ah Hung.
As I stepped onto the sedan chair, I tucked the small silk pouches into my backpack, a little nervous about what they might have to tell me.
Use your feminine charm.
The master�s saying rang loud and clear in my ears. I sighed. Did it mean I had to seduce more men on this journey?
After I left the temple, I headed straight back to Urumqi, then checked back into the Xinjiang Hotel. That night, I flipped and flopped in bed, failing to get any sleep. My encounter with Soaring Crane was the scariest so far, even more than with Floating Cloud, though in a different way. The monk might be plain fraudulent and depraved, but the master�s predictions and his crane soaring with all the mysterious stars were beyond my writer�s wisest intelligence and wildest imagination.
What other routes, exciting or dangerous, were written on my life�s map? And what stars glowed bright and clear above my head? I prayed they�d lead to joy, not sadness; laughter, not tears; love, not heartbreak. I prayed that my Transmigration Star would shine brightly to lead me home.

Early next morning after I finished breakfast, I booked a ticket to New York. Holding the thick papers in my hands, I first felt excited, then alarmed, wondering if I�d made the right decision to leave China in the middle of my mission, even only for a few days. However, I felt I needed this break for my mental and physical health.
In the desert, I had not been eating well because I did not take to the local food. I disliked the Uyghur tradition of tearing the nang into small pieces and dipping them into sweet milk tea before consumption. I hated the stink of lamb, but mutton is everywhere�whole roasted sheep; mutton shashlik, which is barbecued lamb pierced by a bamboo stick; steamed mutton dumplings; baked bread dough stuffed with mutton and onions; boiled noodles with saut�ed mutton. I terribly missed Chris�s gourmet cooking and the endless arrays of ethnic foods in Manhattan.
I then set off for the village. Once back, I washed, wrote in my journal about my meeting with Soaring Crane and Ah Hung, then went to Keku and told her about my upcoming departure. We were sitting inside her cottage, with Mito playing by our side.
�Why go back? Village no good?� she asked.
�No, Keku, you know I love this village. I just need to take a break. The desert is too hard for me, and I�m not used to the food here so I have not been eating well.�
�Food very good in America?�
�Yes, it�s the richest country in the world.�
�Like people make one thousand a month?� She was referring to the price I�d paid for the possessed ivory bracelet that could have been used to buy two sheep, a dozen chickens, a new bicycle for Mito, and a new pan for her.
We laughed.
�You like living there?�
I nodded.
�And the young man?�
�You saw him?�
�Of course.� She pointed to her chest. �He someone here?�
�Yes and no.�
�Yes and no?� She cast me a chiding glance, then pointed to her son. �Look, Mito�s four. I married eighteen, so now old woman.�
I chuckled. �Keku, then what does that make me at twenty-nine, a grandmother?�
Just then Mito plunged his tiny body onto Keku�s lap and rubbed his round head against her ample chest. Keku smiled to her son and spoke to him jokingly in their Uyghur language.
Mito looked up at me with his big, curious eyes while uttering a loud, �Grandmamma!�
Keku and I laughed uncontrollably. After I calmed down, I took candies from my pocket and handed them to the boy.
Keku said, �Miss Lin, have a child quick. If not, too old. It�s troublesome but happy. Old woman with no husband not too bad, but old woman with no children very sad.�
As if on cue, the sun�s descent began to smear the sky with a tragic reddish orange. Was getting old that horrible a scenario? Face wrinkled, hands spotted, loved ones gone? Then Alex�s smooth and tender visage emerged in my mind�s eye, looking sad and pleading, as if reiterating his undying love for me.
�You think so?� I tousled Mito�s hair while he was busy unwrapping a candy and popping it into his mouth.
�Yes!� the son answered loudly for his mother, this time in Mandarin, his mouth full.

PART THREE
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Back to New York

After my long absence, my New York studio looked familiar yet forlorn, like a neglected puppy. I made a mental note to buy some flowers and plants to brighten it up. But the first thing I did was to take a long, hot bubble bath, something that I hadn�t had the luxury of enjoying for four months. So when the scalding, fragrant water splashed generously on my bare flesh, grateful moans escaped from between my lips. As I rubbed myself hard to get rid of the dirt from the desert and the twenty-hour plane ride, I felt my body beginning to crave a man�s touch.
I wanted Alex, but I called Chris instead. And I did not want to think why.
My former professor seemed both shocked and elated to hear from me. �Lily, I could�ve picked you up at the airport. Why didn�t you call?�
�Sorry, Chris, but I had to walk two miles to get a public phone and most of the time they don�t work anyway.� This was a lie; I knew I could have found a way to call if I�d really wanted.
�All right, stay right there till I arrive.�
�What about your wife and son?�
�You let me take care of that.�
�Chris.� Suddenly I regretted the call. �I� think maybe we should stop seeing each other. It�s not right�.�
�Lily, I�m very sorry about our situation. But give me time. And please let me see your beautiful face and body tonight. I miss you.�
�Do you want to see me just for the sex?�
�No, I want to see you. And, yes, I also want to make love to you.�
�How do you know I�m not with someone else tonight?�
�Someone else?� His tone suddenly turned angry and hurt. �Is he the same one you were expecting the night before you left?�
�No, I told you there was no man that night.� Although my tone also came out angry, I was enjoying Chris�s jealousy.
�Then what about tonight?�
�It�s for me to know and for you to find out.� It�s as unbearably pleasurable to tease a man who finds you so desirable as it is to finally realize he�s in fact dispensable.
�Then I�ll come. And please don�t torture me while I�m with you.�
�But wait, Chris, who�s torturing whom?�
�Please. I�ll try my best to solve our problem, just give me time.�
�Take your sweet time then.� I grunted and hung up.
I realized the reason I came back to the States was not that Chris was on my mind but Alex, even though we�d had the big fight before his departure and I still felt hopeless about our future. Since I considered myself adventurous and a risk taker, then why should I be bugged by our age difference? Because when I had my first sexual experience, Alex would have been nine years old, a fourth grader. When I�d turn forty and over the hill, he�d be thirty-two, waltzing at his prime.
In my opinion, men, young or old, handsome or plain, rich or poor, all have Alzheimer�s disease�not the disease of their brains, but their penises. Even a snake will always slide back to the same hole. But a penis�s karma is to wander and forget which hole�especially the most familiar one�it is supposed to return to.

Chris brought food and a bottle of red wine. As expected, the food was my favorite Chinese takeout, a gesture I always appreciated. To me, a man who brings hot, tasty, nutritious food to feed the woman he cares about is simply heaven-sent. So, although Chris was a man with many faults, he was also graced with this endearingly redeeming trait.
As I watched my blockbuster-novelist lover set down on my table the long-missed dishes�kung pao chicken, beef broccoli, shrimp dumplings, hot and sour soup, scallion pancakes, and fried banana�my heart was filled with a fleeting happiness. Chinese call this abundance youyu, which means �there is so much that there will be something left over��money, food, good fortune, blessings, healthy children.
In the small studio, we ate and drank with relish, savoring the salty and saucy beef and chicken, the lip-greasing scallion pancakes and dumplings, as well as each other�s long-missed presence and energy. From time to time, Chris would put food on my plate, refill my glass with wine, and peck my cheek. However, amid the pleasant clicking of chopsticks, smacking of lips, and slurping of soup, we didn�t engage in a lot of talking as in the past. I was thinking of Alex and how to find him. Chris, I guessed, was wondering, What was she doing in China all by herself, and why won�t she tell me the reason for her travel? Does she have a boyfriend there? Will she have sex with me tonight?
Chris tilted his head toward me; his golden hair undulated like silk under the yellowish light. �Lily, you OK?�
I stopped chewing. �I�m fine, why?�
�You�re just not your usual lively self. Problems during your trip?�
�Nope.�
�You want to tell me about it?�
�About what?�
�Why did you go to the Silk Road and what were you doing in the desert?�
�Not now, but later.�
�Not later. I want to know now.�
I dropped my chopsticks, which hit the table with a sharp thud. �Then will you divorce your Jenny now and marry me later?� Actually, I never really wanted to get married, at least not now, but I said that just to annoy him.
�Lily, you know it�s a very difficult situation for me, but I�ll think about it seriously, I promise.�
�All right, then, why don�t we push this serious matter back till later and enjoy our greasy Chinese food now.�
He gave me a surprised, upset look. Then we resumed our eerily silent concentration picking at the many dishes and gulping down the endlessly flowing wine, red like roses, blood, or Chinese good luck paper.
Moments passed before I asked, changing the subject, �How�s your new novel going?�
�Not well. I�m stuck; writer�s block.�
I put down my bowl to pat his hand. �I�m sorry. Can you start a different one?�
�I thought of that but no new ideas came. Anyway, don�t worry, I�m sure I�ll think of something else. Now let�s finish our food,� he said, his chopsticks noisily hitting his bowl while scraping up rice.
The unspoken lines were �then we can fuck our brains out as soon as we are done eating.�
So after we devoured the food, in our drunken state we started to devour each other�s bodies. That made me think of two very popular Chinese sayings:
�Eating and coupling are people�s innate nature.�
�A warm, full stomach leads to lasciviousness.�

Sex was excellent, as usual. It felt so wonderful to have Chris�s muscular arm around me, his thick torso pressing on mine, his burning lips sending zealous greetings to various parts of my body, and his sex playing hide-and-seek inside my valley like a naughty, poisonous snake as he muttered, �Let me devour you, my juicy little dim sum, please� and �Oh, God, how come you�re so fuckingly sexy and your nipples so impossibly hard?� Although I didn�t like profanities, I accepted his compliments with painfully pleasurable moans�.
I was still attracted to Chris, but I knew now that I didn�t feel real love for him, as I had once thought. After sex, to my surprise, what came right into my mind was Alex. If Chris could be compared to a mug of scalding, bitter black coffee, then Alex was a cup of steaming, fragrant green tea. The coffee might scorch my throat and keep me high, but the tea soothed my high-strung nerves and warmed my soul. Chris�s hands were like a gourmet chef�s cooking high-fat dishes, while Alex�s were like those of a conductor conjuring pleasing melodies.
Tears coursed down my cheeks.
Chris put his arm around my shoulder. �Something wrong?�
I couldn�t possibly tell him that Alex was on my mind, or that I was now determined to find him, hoping that he still loved me and that there�d be a second chance.
�Nothing. Just a headache, probably because of all the wine.�
�You want me to get you some aspirin?�
�No,� I said, feeling unbearably sad.

Chris wanted to see me�read: fuck�several more times before I went back to China, but I decided to stop providing any more entertainment, sexual or otherwise. In the ten days I had left I desperately needed to be left alone to think about where my life was headed. Also, I felt my desire for him and his hold on me fading fast. Yet my urge to find Alex refused to subside as Master Soaring Crane�s words kept spinning in my head:
Maybe it�s flattering and pleasurable to have all these men chasing you. But ultimately you better stay with one. Passion and lust will vanish like smoke and dust. Only true love lasts.

The next two days I tried Alex�s home number but to no avail, so I left a short message on his machine. According to my experiences with men, acting desperate was the worst thing to do.
On the fourth day, the phone was finally picked up after the eighth ring. But instead of feeling elated, my heart sank. It was Donna Adler�s cold, impersonal voice.
�Hi, Mrs. Adler, I�m Lily Lin, Alex�s friend. We met at the Welcome Guest Hotel in Urumqi.�
�I remember you.�
�Is Alex there? May I speak to him?�
�He�s not here. I just stopped by to check on things.�
�Oh�.�
�He went back to China.� Her voice from the other end of the line sounded like she was now thinking of strangling me with her hundred-dollar-manicured hands.
�China?� My heart sank.
�Yes, to find you. Since he�s never heard any news from you�. Nothing.�
�Oh, my� I�m sorry� so sorry.�
�Don�t be. I�m the one who should feel sorry for my son.� Her tone was getting increasingly antagonistic. �It�s dangerous in China, especially where you were. But he won�t listen. Now he�s in China looking for you and you�re here. What kind of games are you playing with a twenty-one-year-old kid? I�m not at all happy about this.�
�I�m sorry. You know that we quarreled before he came back here. So I think maybe he doesn�t want to see me again�.�
�Well, then you think wrong, smart as you think you are. I tried to stop him from leaving, but he won�t listen to me! So thoughtless of him, and now you�re here.�
Losing Alex was bad enough, so I tried my best not to lose my temper, or my dignity. �I�m so sorry, Mrs. Adler, but Alex is an adult and he�s free to go wherever and do whatever he wants.�
Before I could add, �And with whomever he loves� plus �whomever he wants to find including his biological mother,� the line was already dead.
�Bitch.� I let the beast jump off my lips.
Overwhelmed by the unpleasant conversation, I collapsed on the bed and let my tears make their long-postponed escape.
Oh, God, how could we have missed each other like that?
I decided to return to China immediately. I called the airline and changed the ticket, paying a penalty, which fortunately I could now afford. The power of money. Things can actually change. Something I was getting used to.
So, after I did some shopping and errands, I braced myself for my second twenty-hour trans-Pacific flight in less than five days.
When I told Chris of my early departure, he asked why, and my answer was an evasive, �Something happened, but I can�t tell you now, only later.�
Knowing that it was futile to further probe, he begged to come to my studio one last time, presumably for a quickie. I lied that my �great aunt� had just announced her monthly visit. I�d spit on myself if I�d again let another man crawl into my bed except Alex, who had been sitting right in the center of my heart all along. Guilt was engulfing me as I remembered how I�d yielded to Chris on our reunion five days ago. So I racked my brain for excuses: I did it for old times� sake; I owed him emotionally and financially; it was compensation for not telling him why I had gone to China and left him for four months; after all, he was my professor, mentor, and body reader; and finally, we were both dead drunk.
All right, I was weak in the flesh and the heart, plain and simple. Fuck!
Then Alex�s sweet, pained face emerged in my mind�s eye as I remembered his sexual poetry. Now I didn�t want any other men, only Alex. I dried my tears, ran a hot bath, then soaked in the tub to soothe my nerves, imagining Alex�s caresses as I slid into the sloshing, scalding water.
I moaned and squirmed as my hand feverishly explored the area burning between my legs.
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Visit from the Desert Lover

After the long plane ride to Beijing, a shorter flight to Urumqi, an overnight hotel stay, a car ride, and finally a bumpy few miles by donkey cart to my desert village, I felt oddly at home. I was beginning to wonder which was more real: my life in Manhattan or in this remote part of China where even ghosts refused to visit.
As I was walking toward my cottage, Mito and a bigger girl whom I�d seen a few times were playing in the open area. Once they saw me, they both ran up to greet me.
The girl looked up at me, struggling to tell me something. �Sister.� She pointed to her nose, then made a lifting gesture. �Ghost, ghost.�
A foreigner with high nose. My heart skipped a beat.
Now she pointed to the patch of brown in her dress, then tousled her own hair. Yes, she was telling me that this foreign devil�s, or ghost�s, hair was brown.
Alex.
The girl took something out from her pocket. It was a bag of candies.
She said, smiling happily, �From ghost.�
Now Mito stuck out his tongue to show his share of the sweets.
I was pleased that although Alex came back for me, he didn�t forget the children.
I asked the girl, �What does he look like?� Of course it was a redundant question.
Just then Keku materialized and offered details. �Tall and thin, big eyes, sweet smile, chestnut hair. Very good looking.� After that, she covered her face and giggled as uncontrollably as a little girl being tickled by her uncle. �Wah, that�s why come back so quick!�
�Did you talk to him? Did he ask you about me?�
She shook her head, blushing. �No, I hid in cottage and watched. Too scary talk to ghost.� Seemingly trying hard to suppress another burst of giggles, she added, �Also, don�t speak ghost language. But he looked like worried ghost.�
�When did he come?�
�Four times already.�
�Thank you, Keku,� I said, and started to turn away.
�Wait!� she shouted at my back.
I turned back. �Yes?�
She placed her hand on her chest and said empathically, �He in here!�
�How do you know?�
She burst out laughing. �Ha! Ha! Ha! On your face, written on your face!�
After I took the luggage and let myself inside the cottage, two notes on the floor stared anxiously at me. I snatched them up, slapped shut the door, dropped my butt on the tire, and started to read.
Dear Lily,
I couldn�t find you, although I came here four times so far, hoping to see your face. Where are you? I hope you still live here, or are only away for one of your many mysterious journeys which you never invite me to join.
I can�t help but worry about you. You�re strong in spirit but vulnerable in body and heart. You tried to act tough but are in fact soft like water, and living all alone in this remote part of China.
If you�re back and get these letters, please call me. I�m staying at the Welcome Guest Hotel in Urumqi. But I�ll come again soon. If you call and I�m not there, please leave a message.
The idea of not being able to see you again is unbearable.
I love you. Sorry about that horrible fight. I have bitterly regretted it ever since.
I hope someday you will be my wife. Don�t discriminate against me because of my age. I can�t help it.
There is always a room in my heart reserved for you.
Alex

The second letter had only three lines:
Please call me the minute you�re back. I worry about you. If it is my sad destiny not to see you again, I�ll go back to the States soon.
Alex

I put the two letters on the table, then covered my face with a pillow and cried my heart out. I felt sad, and also frightened. I hoped our love was not a dream or our encounter an illusion. No one had ever been so patient with me, understood me so well, and loved me so completely. If I was not 100 percent sure I could return Alex the same kind of love, it might be better to end it now, lest I someday hurt him deeply and irretrievably, the last thing I wanted to do.
My love, so unexpectedly dropped into my life, both pleased and scared me. Would I have any future with this man sharing my desert bed, even if we were willing to wait for each other? Me for him to mature and make some money, and he for me to make up my mind to accept him completely�including our eight-year age difference?
* * *
The next day, early in the morning, too impatient to wait for a donkey cart, I walked two miles to the post office to make the call to the Welcome Guest Hotel.
Seconds later I was connected to Alex�s room.
�Alex?�
�Lily, where have you been? I�ve been looking for you for days!�
�I just came back from New York. Your mother told me you were in China, so here I am.�
�I�ll come over right now. Please wait for me.�
Then the phone went dead.
He was that impatient to see me.

The hours crawled by, then suddenly there was Alex, at my doorstep, then inside my cottage holding me tightly, like a child gripping a fluttering bird, fearing it might slip from his hands and fly away.
While suppressing my boiling emotions, I reached to wipe the tears coursing down his hollowed cheeks. �Don�t be sad, Alex. Everything will be all right.�
�I can�t bear to lose you, Lily.�
I searched his sparkling eyes tinged with sorrow. �You�ve not been eating well.�
�Not until I could see you, so now I will.�
I remained silent.
Alex cupped my face, then pressed his warm, trembling, tearwet lips onto mine. His kiss lingered deliciously like a pleasant dream, making my heart flutter like a dragonfly.
When he finally released me, he tilted my chin and looked deeply into my eyes.
�Lily.�
�Yes.�
�Marry me.�
Silence.
�Alex, you�re so young. Don�t you have any second thoughts? I just don�t want you to regret it later�.�
�Lily, please don�t mention again how young I am.�
I lowered my head, not knowing what to say. This man was so young, yet he came all this way to find me. He wanted me, an older woman, to be his wife. What did he know about life, or love, let alone marriage? But, for that matter, what did I know?
He reached to touch my cheek, very gently, once again like a child with his wounded bird. But in fact he was the one who was wounded�by me, the bird who�d always dreamed of flying high and free.
�You are so beautiful, mysterious, kind, and brave. Like you, I want to travel the world, so we can go everywhere together. Maybe we can be ambassadors, or some sort of cultural attach�s. Lily, we�re perfect for each other. I promise that I�ll love you, adore you, respect you, and protect you like no other man would.�
Did �no other man� refer to Chris? Yes, compared to Alex, Chris was a jerk�taking advantage of my then dire situation to make me his mistress, claiming his great love for me but somehow never quite initiating a divorce from his wife. Always excuses�alimony too high, Preston too small, doesn�t want to hurt Jenny even though he doesn�t love her anymore� blah, blah, blah.
I ran my fingers through Alex�s hair, matted from the heat. �Alex, please give me time.� I meant �to finish my three-million-dollar business� but stopped myself from spilling it out just in time. This was exactly what Chris did to me, and I hated it. The delay strategy. Now I�d been doing the same to Alex. I sighed inside.
�OK, but don�t make me worry.�
�About what?�
�I just can�t relax knowing that you�re here all by yourself! Lily, you still haven�t told me what you have been doing here on the Silk Road.�
I was tempted to tell him everything. But a small voice inside warned me to be cautious. I�d already lost my parents; I couldn�t afford to lose my only chance for the much needed and, I had to admit, much coveted, three million dollars.
I said, �I�ll tell you soon. Just give me a little more time, OK? It�s nothing about you, I promise.�
He nodded. Then he took from his pocket a red silk pouch, slid out the object, and placed it in my hand.
It was a silver Chinese amulet. One side was carved with a dragon and a phoenix and the other side had the words �Peace and Longevity.�
�I hope you like it,� he said nervously.
�Alex, it�s beautiful.� I was so touched that I didn�t know what more to say.
He tied the amulet so it hung from a belt loop on my jeans. �It�ll protect you on your trip.�
�Thank you so much, Alex.�
�Promise me you�ll wear it every day so you�ll be safe.�
�Of course I will.� I kissed him on his cheek, then asked, �Alex, are you hungry? You want something to eat? Why don�t you rest on the bed and I�ll cook you something.�
�But I have my food right here,� he said, then lifted me up, carried me to the bed, undressed me, and gently set me down. In a swift motion like a cursive calligraphic stroke, he pulled off his shirt, jeans, underwear, and shoes and threw them on the floor. His eyes, hungry and greedy like a wolf�s, wandered over my naked body, lingering on my breasts, my stomach, my legs and the mysterious valley in between, then slowly back up to my face. He kissed my forehead, my eyes, my cheeks, my lips, and my neck while holding me lovingly.
I could feel his young, firm body sending waves of energy into mine as heat surged in my hidden valley. Eager, his swollen sex hardened against my groin. Hungry, we became entangled like an octopus and its prey.
His tongue, like a hot desert snake, pried open my lips, slid inside my mouth, and devoured its target. Then the two snakes, each encountering its long-awaited rival, engaged in the thousand-year-old Art of War: attack and retreat, press and release, contract and relax. Ah Hung�s sayings popped into my mind:
The loneliest person is the one whose rival never shows up.
The happiest chess master is the one who finally meets his worthy rival.

�Alex�� Now my doubts dissipated and I felt myself dissolving in his arms, floating in a gilded dream. I wanted to turn this endearing moment into eternity, like the golden sands of the desert forever shifting and singing happily under a timeless sky. I wanted my young lover to enter deep inside me, so I wouldn�t feel the miserable hollowness of my twenty-nine-year-old existence. I wanted my body and soul to be filled by his innocence, passion, strength, thoughtfulness, and his qi-radiating sex. I wanted all of him.
As I was enjoying my worthy rival, his lips moved down to my nipples, sucking them like a hungry baby his mother�s life-giving milk. I squirmed and moaned and screamed, digging my nails deep into his shoulders. Encouraged, his hands moved all over me like a mapmaker working on unexplored land. My lips trembled and murmured endearing words, as my private area experienced a painful ecstasy I had not known existed.
In a delirious state, my lover muttered, �Lily, oh, Lily, love me, please love me back.�
�Alex�.� I couldn�t talk, for I was already plunging into sexual oblivion under his relentless advances.
He finally entered me. The thrusting was painfully comforting and strangely therapeutic. All my worries, miseries, loneliness evaporated, leaving a love as deep as the desert valley. Then he came with a long, heaven-shattering howl, shaking the small room like exploding fireworks. I was so touched by the joy and pain embedded in the cry that when he pulled himself out and lay beside me, my cheeks were flooded with tears.
Alex wrapped one arm around me, his other hand wiping my face. �You all right, Lily? Did I hurt you? Am I too rough?�
I looked at his young, concerned face. �No, Alex, you�re a wonderful man and lover. It�s just that I felt so overwhelmed by your love.�
�Then� marry me.�
Feeling too overwhelmed to respond, I nestled my head against his chest.

24
Go In But Never Come Out

Hours later when I awoke, Alex was still asleep beside me, his innocent face belying our recent activities. The air was starting to cool as I looked out on the endless sand, thinking reluctantly of my next task: to venture into the Taklamakan Desert and retrieve an item of utmost importance.
Taklamakan means �Go In But Never Come Out,� but if this does not give a clear-enough idea, it is also referred to as �The Ocean of Death.� So I planned to hire a local guide. However, now that Alex and I were reunited, he could accompany me. He was ecstatic when I suggested this, but when he asked why this particular place, the best answer I could come up with was an evasive �I�ve always been fascinated by the desert.� I was sure Alex knew that something unusual was cooking�but by now he had learned that it was wise to just leave it at that.
Alex, despite his age, was careful and detail oriented. As we prepared for the trip, he spent long hours studying maps, reading books, and meticulously noting topography, routes, weather and winds, dangerous animals and insects, even stories of earlier explorations, not all of which ended happily. The day before we left, I cleaned and packed while he went to Urumqi to rent a cross-country truck and shop for camping gear and other necessities.
The morning of our departure, we woke up at four so we could leave before the weather got unbearably hot�sometimes up to 120 degrees at this time of year. Quickly we checked the house and the truck one last time before we set out on this journey of a thousand fears.
As Alex was backing up the truck, I cast a farewell glance at the cottage�just in case I couldn�t make it back �home.� But, I reassured myself, Alex was with me and he was smart and cautious. Besides, I had the amulet hanging from my belt to protect us. Like a wheezy lion, the truck roared and lunged onto the desert highway, shaking in the 30-mile-per-hour wind. On both sides of the highway were squares of scrubby vegetation planted to keep the sand from burying the road.
Although I�d seen the desert so many times by now, I was still amazed at the flat, immense horizon with no foreseeable vanishing point. Surveying the dunes of golden sand, I mentally formed their emptiness into all sorts of images: robust, curvaceous women; sleeping dragons; even ruined cities with long-forgotten names. Above, in the cobalt blue sky, a few clouds swam like shiny white fish, and exotic birds chirped their shamanic chants. Here and there the monotony was relieved by pleasing bits of green�tamarisk, poplar, pomegranate trees, mulberries, and others whose names were unknown, at least to me.
Not a car or truck was in sight. For thousands of years, these same sands, like huge whales, had swallowed caravans entire�merchants, wives, children, camels, goods for sale, everything. Even towns with their settlements, monasteries, fortresses, rivers, and lakes were said to have vanished without a trace. Over the centuries, desert explorers, whether veterans or not, met horrible deaths from thirst, heatstroke, starvation, sandstorms, bandit attacks, poisonous snakes, even demons. It was told that in the Tang dynasty, merchants and adventurers could simply follow the trail of skeletons and other remains of perished travelers to find their way. Now a few of these unlucky travelers again see the light of day�as mummies lying in museums, oblivious to their reincarnation.
But there are more reasons for a person to live than to die, so I brought my thoughts to Alex and turned to appreciate his living face.
�Alex, you like it here?�
�Of course,� he said, his eyes never leaving the road, though I didn�t see how accidents could happen on this highway as straight as an airport runway.
I asked, �Tell me, what do you like about the desert?�
�It�s mysterious�and we are here together.�
�That�s exactly how I feel.�
�We should take a camel ride soon.�
�Yes!�
Alex was driving 70 or 80 miles per hour, but could speed up to 100, if not more.
�Alex, we have a long way to go. Why don�t you step on the pedal and speed up?�
�I would if I were by myself, but not with you.�
I was touched by his concern, but I urged, �See, the road is flat and there�s nothing ahead for miles. You really can go a hundred.�
He shook his head. His voice stubborn, as usual. �No. Not when you�re with me. Also I don�t want to get caught by the police since I don�t have a license to drive in China.�
�What?!� Suddenly I realized Alex was an American citizen driving in China. �Then how did you��
�I paid them a lot.�
�Oh�.�
Just then, a shadow of something like a big dog dashed across the road.
I screamed, �Watch out!�
Alex swerved so sharply to avoid hitting the animal that my head hit the steering wheel hard.
�Oh, my God! We almost hit it. What is it?� I asked, rubbing my poor head.
�A wild hog. I read that they�re all over,� he said, giving me a concerned look. �Your head OK?�
I nodded.
Now his look turned chiding. �See? No speeding. You never know.�
Alex proved himself an excellent driver, which somewhat alleviated the apprehension generated from all the stories I�d heard about horrible accidents in China. Even big, new tourist buses would flip over, the passengers rolling like dice on a crap table. While babies and toddlers would shoot out of the windows like bullets, the adults would bounce against each other like pork chops slapped down upon a sizzling grill�.
Since I had never driven a truck, we�d decided that Alex would be the main driver. My job was to read maps and watch out for unusual happenings on the road. Despite wanting to be good company, I kept dozing off, dreaming eerie dreams and leaving Alex to the lonely road by himself.

I woke up to a tap on the shoulder and realized that we were parked by the roadside.
�Wake up, Lily. We�ll take a break.�
I rubbed my eyes and looked around. �Where are we?�
�Still on our way looking for the ruined town.� Alex snatched two bottles of water and handed me one together with a piece of nang bread covered with onions.
I began to eat ravenously.
Alex watched me, and his eyes filled with tenderness. �Don�t eat too much. We�ll have a big meal as soon as we find a restaurant.�
Being on my own for so long, it felt good to have someone plan and take care of things for me.
I closed my eyes to imagine all the delicious food we would find down the road. �I�ll have a big bowl of spicy beef vegetable noodle soup, hot ginger tea, and cake and melon for dessert.�
Alex took a big bite of his bread. �Sounds good. My treat. And I�ll have Caesar salad with generous sprinkles of parmesan cheese, a prime, medium rare sirloin steak, ice-cold Heineken beer, then mango sorbet and tiramisu as dessert.�
We collapsed in laughter.
Feeling invigorated by the onion bread and the fantasy dishes, we relieved ourselves on the sand, then continued our journey.
Miles and miles of saffron sand flew past our car while the sun practically sat on our heads. I thought of the joke that under this sort of scorching heat, if an egg is cracked over a bald head, it�ll be cooked in no time.
I told Alex and he laughed. �An egg? That�s not very ambitious. I�ll grill meat�beef, chicken, and lamb�on one skewer, and seafood with vegetables�scallops, scampi, sandwiched by onions and peppers�on another. Then I�ll let my young lady choose whichever she wants first.�
I patted his wheel-steering arm. �Thanks, Alex. I appreciate that�and everything else.�
The truck continued to roar along the straight highway. Silence was obliterated by the powerful humming of the engine and the crunch of tires hitting sand. The monotony of the unending road was relieved only by remnants of plaster walls, another vehicle emerging from the distance to pass us, or a row of small, blue-walled and red-roofed houses.
�Alex, do you think we�re crazy doing this?�
�Doing what?�
�Traveling through this hellish Go-In-But-Never-Come-Out place.�
�Lily, then you�re the one who�s crazy, because it was your idea, not mine.�
�Are you afraid?�
�Hmm, yes and no. I feel OK having you with me, though.�
�How come? God forbid if anything happens, I can�t really protect you.� I made a gesture referring to my slim frame.
�I don�t know, but that�s how I feel. Anyway, don�t worry, I�ll protect you.�
An occasional motorcycle swished by like a samurai sword. Sometimes a huge hawk whirled above us, ready to strike its prey.
Alex asked, �Lily, is it OK that we camp tonight and stay in a hotel tomorrow?�
�It�s fine with me. But why camp if we can find a hotel?�
He cast me a mysterious glance, then reached to playfully pat my cheek. �Because I want to make love to you in the desert under the stars.�
In response, I smiled back, hoping I looked mysterious.
Alex said, �Lily, I love it when you smile. Your lips droop a little and you look so detached and daring.�
�Thanks,� I said, then smiled more.

An hour later, a restaurant appeared beside the road with a signboard written in Chinese: UNICORN PAVILION.
I gave my lover�s shoulder a hard push. �Wow, a Chinese restaurant! Let�s stop!�
Alex�s eyes followed where my finger pointed, and a big smile bloomed on his face. �Good work, Lily, we�ll eat here.�
As he slowed to stop, he said excitedly, �I�ll order sweet and sour pork, double-cooked pork belly, and roasted pork over rice. I�ve had enough of lamb and mutton. Now I want �oink, oink!� �
The restaurant was attached to a small hotel, so I suggested to Alex that we should stay there instead of camping, and he reluctantly agreed. There was no double-cooked pork belly, but we happily ordered a hearty meal of pork buns, roast pork over rice, sesame-sprinkled bread, and stir-fried vegetable noodles, all of which we washed down with jasmine tea. After lunch, we asked the Chinese owner to take pictures for us. Then he helped us with the luggage and led us to our room. I didn�t expect much but was still dismayed by the cramped room with stained walls and sticky floor, decorated only by an enamel spittoon, and lit by a single naked bulb hanging from the ceiling. However, across from the bed was a TV set. Wow. Maybe we�d even have the good luck to have sex with a movie about sex in the background. I chuckled at my own nonsense.
�Something funny?� Alex asked.
I whispered my thoughts.
As soon as the owner had left and the door closed behind us, Alex smiled playfully. �Ma�am, your wish is granted.� Then he lifted me up, threw me onto the bed, and started to take off my clothes. I pushed him away; he pulled me back.
Just then, to our utter shock and surprise, a tall woman charged in without knocking; set down a thermos of hot water, two porcelain teacups, and two towels; then cast us a disapproving look and left without a word.
Alex and I stared at each other�s comical expressions, then burst into laughter.
�Welcome to life on the Silk Road in China!� he said, then tried to grab me again.
�Alex, stop that, we�re filthy. Look at you�your face and clothes are completely covered by dust! Go take a shower, now.�
�Please, let�s do that afterward.� He pleaded like a child asking for his favorite candy.
�No, go right now!� I was surprised to hear my voice like that of a stern mother talking to her unruly child.
He uttered a dejected, �Yes, ma�am,� and left for the communal bathroom.
During my turn, it was not surprising to find that the water was just a trickle of lukewarm, brownish liquid and the walls as filthy and slimy as the ground. People must have wiped their noses or even peed on them. This was the most unpleasant, unromantic bathing experience I�d ever had. But I closed my eyes and remembered when Alex saw my half-naked body striking erotic poses in the legendary Concubine Yang�s spa. From that moment on, I had become his femme fatale and he my homme carnal. I smiled, despite showering in a dirty bathroom where ironically I was trying to rub myself clean.
Suddenly, after the unsatisfactory shower, I needed to find the toilet, to do my business, hopefully with satisfaction. There was no need to ask where it was. I just followed the stink�more effective and less confusing than any visual signpost�leading me to my destination, which was about ten yards from the hotel.
The toilet looked even more disheartening than I�d expected�and my expectation was pretty low in this part of China. It was shielded only by four flimsy, wooden planks. Cracks between the �walls� were so wide that people didn�t need to peek but could easily see all. Inside, everything left by previous visitors was on open display. Holding my breath, I braced myself to go inside, pulled down my pants, and tried my best. While still in the nurturing stage, suddenly I heard some strange noises coming from underneath me. Seized by an unspeakable panic, I snatched up my pants and yelled, �Who�s there? Pervert! I�m going to call the police!�
The noise continued loud and clear despite my threat. This just couldn�t be a Peeping Tom, or Wong. Could it?
Gingerly I looked down to see two big, curious eyes staring back at me.
Those of a fat pig, its coat crusted with� Yuck!
Just as I was about to step out of the pit, the noise rose again, this time even louder.
�What�s a pig doing underneath the toilet?� I muttered to myself.
However, feeling somewhat relieved that at least it was not a John or a Tom or a Wang, I shooed the pig away, pulled my pants down, and successfully relieved myself.
Just then a great commotion arose like a small carnival below me.
�Oh, my God, what�s happening?� I quickly wiped my bottom, pulled up my pants, and looked down. To my utter shock and disgust, there was a whole group�adult, teenage, and baby pigs�competing to snatch up what my bottom had just dropped!
I dashed outside the toilet and sprinted back to the hotel as if chased by the King of Hell wielding a rusty sword.
After I plunged into our room, a startled Alex stared at me. �You OK?�
Still panting heavily, I asked, �Alex, are you going to use the bathroom?�
�Yeah, why not?� He made a funny face. �Anyone there?�
�No.�
�Then what�s up?�
�It�s for me to know and for you to find out.� I giggled. �Be careful what you wish for� you�ll be getting your oink, oink�.�
Alex threw me a puzzled look, grabbed the toilet paper, and left. I decided that while he�d be conducting his business cheered by his beloved �oink, oink,� I�d take a walk to stretch my limbs and calm myself. On the ground there was practically nothing to see except a few telephone poles above and tiny lizards darting around below. The sky, however, had turned a striking purple, set off by a few reddish gold clouds. In the very far distance, a dry tree trunk surrounded by bushes looked like it was trying to touch the sky, as if bridging heaven and earth. The image was so unexpectedly beautiful that I felt lost, imagining myself the first human at the beginning of time. I rushed back into the hotel to snatch my camera, then dashed back out to snap pictures.
It was the chirping of a bird that pulled me back to the here and now and the darkening sky. I suddenly thought that Alex must be back and worrying about me. I started to run back to the hotel.
To my great relief, Alex was sound asleep in bed. Poor thing! He must have been exhausted from the long day�s driving. Feeling totally awake myself, I sat on the sofa, turned on the TV, keeping the volume low, and tried to see if there was anything interesting to keep me company. Alas, it was snowing heavily�not outside, of course, but on the screen. I twisted the antenna for a few minutes before I could finally recognize that it was a kung fu movie with ferocious faces, swift-flying legs and fists, and Bruce Lee-esque howling. After a few more minutes, during which I could not see through the �snowstorm� to decide who was the hero and who the villain, I turned it off.
Finally boredom took over so I switched off the light and crawled into bed. Although Alex was sound asleep, I could feel his body heat envelop me. I was also relieved that sex was not in the cards, since it looked like he was going to sleep through the night. However, even in his deep sleep, occasionally he�d reach out to hold me, grasp my hand, or touch my leg, then gave out a few satisfied murmurs before he fell back into oblivion.
My young lover, silent and motionless except for his chest�s gentle heaving, turned into a child in front of me. Staring at his innocence and vulnerability I felt overwhelmed by an expansive tenderness. A motherly voice told me that I should be the one who�d protect and take care of him, not the other way around. Poor child, he must have long suffered from his biological parents� abandonment, then his adoptive parents� emotional neglect. He must be very lonely. I couldn�t remember him ever mentioning any friends, male or female. Did he have any?
I cuddled against Alex and buried my face in his naked chest, feeling his heart beating with mine in the dark. As I was letting the day�s cares melt away, I suddenly felt a sharp sting on my right toe, and a loud �Aiiiya!� shot out from my mouth.
Alex sprang up from the bed and pulled me to him. �Are you hurt?� he asked, his arms protective and his voice frightened.
�My foot!�
�Wait,� he said, and went to snap on the light.
Feeling the sharp, throbbing pain escalating, I yelled, �Alex, it�s my right toe!�
�Don�t move and let me take a look.� He knelt down by the bed and lifted my foot. �My God, it�s red and swollen.�
Before I had a chance to respond, Alex was already sucking hard at my toe and spitting out brownish liquid. I was too frightened even to ask him to stop. Oh, God, I�m not ready to die. Please just let me go in and come out of this terrible desert!
Finally Alex stopped, big beads of perspiration oozing from his forehead and coursing down his cheeks.
He said, his expression dead serious, �Lily, we�d better go to the hospital right now.� Despite the gentle sound, I knew it was an order, not a suggestion.
At the counter, the receptionist was fast asleep on a cot, but Alex awakened him in a peremptory tone and demanded directions to the hospital.
The rest was a blur. I knew that Alex carried me all the way to the truck and drove me to a hospital, but I had no idea where. A young doctor with a frayed white coat checked my toe, cleansed and bandaged it, then gave me an injection. Alex and I both felt tremendous relief when he told us the bite, probably from a scorpion, was painful but not lethal. However, I needed to stay overnight for observation. After this �good� news, I collapsed onto the stained hospital bed.

Early the next morning, the doctor came back to check up on me. He did another examination, changed the bandage, and gave me another injection. After that, he handed me a small plastic bag of medicine and gave instructions on how to take it. Alex and I thanked him profusely, paid, left the hospital, then drove back to the hotel.
When the owner saw Alex carrying me across the threshold, he rushed to us. �Everything OK?�
We nodded and thanked him. Then, when Alex was about to carry me back to the room, the owner waved a stopping hand.
�Wait, wait,� he said, taking a black plastic bag from a drawer and then holding it out to us. �Take a look.�
Alex put me down. We peered into the bag and saw, staring back at us, a monstrous, many-legged, reddish brown, living scorpion!
Alex quickly closed the bag as I yelled an alarmed �Aiiya!� Two men who had been sitting on the sofa chatting to each other swung their heads in our direction.
The owner smiled. �It�s only an insect, miss.�
Just then the bag fell onto the ground and out crawled the creepy creature, looking quite horrified itself and attempting to scurry away on its many horrible legs.
�Kill it!� I yelled.
As Alex was about to squash the giant bug, the owner pushed him away. �No!� he said, then pointed to our room. �I caught it there when you two were away.�
Alex said to me, �That�s it. This is the scorpion that bit your toe!�
He raised his foot a second time, but the owner again stopped him.
The owner said, a big smile blooming on his tanned face, �Be kind, my friend. This will make a very healthful, tasty soup tonight.�
Upon hearing the word �soup,� the two men sprang up from the sofa and dashed over to join us.
The duo exclaimed at the same time, �Scorpion soup?�
One winked to his friend. �Excellent for male potency!�
His friend echoed, �Unmatched for solidifying male essence and strengthening weak semen!�
As the discussion about the toe-biting-scorpion-soon-to-turn-male-enhancing-soup was becoming increasingly excited, Alex pulled me to him, lifted me up, and carried me back to our room.
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Almost Don�t Come Out

Two days later, after I had faithfully taken my medication and rested in bed, the swelling in my toe was almost gone. Alex and I agreed that we should continue our journey. Before departing, fearing that Alex would again beat me in paying the bills (he�d already paid the hospital one, �taking advantage� of my sickness), I sneaked down to reception and settled everything while he was in the restroom. After he came back and took the luggage to the truck, we were ready to hit the road again.
Just when we were about to pull away from the hotel, the owner dashed to my side of the truck and handed me a bag.
�Buns. You�ll get hungry on the way.�
I smiled. �Thank you. But please save these for other customers. We have enough food.�
He pushed the bag hard into my hand. �Take it, miss.� Then he tilted his head in Alex�s direction while whispering into my ear, �Since you paid the bill, he paid me big tip. Nice guy.� Then he winked and hurried back to the hotel.
A few minutes into the trip, amidst the ubiquitous sand, the scorching sun, and the howling wind, I asked, �Alex, how much tip did you give him?�
�Enough. Why do you want to know?�
�Just curious.� I thought for a while. �I don�t want to be nosy; do your parents give you lots of money?�
He nodded.
Thinking of the distant Frank Luce and the condescending Donna Adler, I blurted out, �But I still think they are not very nice to you.�
�It depends how you look at it. Anyway, they�re never cheap with me.�
Before I had the chance to respond, he added, �I�m grateful that they support me so well.�
I thought for a while before I said, �Instead of affection, I think your parents try to cover up their guilt and bribe you with cash. But what they should do is to give you love and more time.� I knew I shouldn�t have criticized his, or anyone�s, parents, but I just couldn�t help myself sometimes.
�Maybe. But there�s only so much you can expect from your parents. Nobody�s perfect, right?�
Now I could sense that annoyance was beginning to seep into Alex�s voice. But my inner bitch refused to be tamed. �Why are you defending them?�
�Because they are my parents. They adopted me, housed me, fed me, and raised me. I don�t think I can ask for more, since my real parents abandoned me, can I?�
I sighed inside, realizing that sometimes one doesn�t need dead parents to be an orphan. Just look at how my father abandoned me. Maybe that was why I fell so easily for men (even the stinky fishmonger!), because I needed their love so desperately since I got none from my old man. Or maybe that was why I didn�t want to commit, because men, like my father, might all end up abandoning me. Maybe the real reason Alex and I were soul mates was because we both shared this same �abandonment� complex.
I reached to touch my lover�s hand, which was gripping the wheel so tightly that his knuckles turned white, as if fearing once he let go, he�d lose everything. This must be the orphan complex, being abandoned at birth, when you possess nothing but need everything.
After a long, awkward silence, Alex asked, �You all right?�
I looked at his concerned face and felt my whole body melting. Maybe I really should marry this kid and fill his void with love and tenderness as immense as the desert and as warm as the sands, so he wouldn�t feel so needy anymore.
�I�m sorry, Alex.�
�Don�t be. I�m fine.�
The truck roared on while we were each immersed in our own thoughts. What his were, I wondered about, but didn�t have the heart to ask, not now. How could a twenty-one-year-old seem so mysterious to me? I wanted so much to know all his secret thoughts and feelings. What had Alex suffered besides being abandoned at birth?
Wondering, I dozed off in the heat, the howling wind, and the suffocating dust until a sudden jerk startled me awake.
�Where are we?� I asked, blinking my eyes.
Alex pointed to the distance. �Look, an oasis.�
We turned to look at each other before a loud �Yeah!� exploded from our mouths as we bumped fists.
Fifty feet ahead was a huge pond surrounded by palm trees. In its clear water were reflected the sun, blue sky, white clouds, and the rhythmically swaying trees�a mini, inverted universe. I held my breath, fearing a mere exhalation would blow this paradise away. Then I snatched my camera and snapped pictures.
Alex turned to cast me a mischievous look. �We could use a bath and a drink. How�s that?�
�Can�t wait.�
�Let�s go!� he exclaimed, then restarted the engine.
Alas, in a moment the entire oasis had disappeared into thin air as if waved away by a magic�or not so magic�wand.
�Oh, my God!� we screamed simultaneously.
I asked, �What happened?�
�Are we hallucinating?� came Alex�s shocked, puzzled voice.
Moments passed before we exclaimed again simultaneously, �A mirage!� and burst out laughing.
�Wow! I can�t believe I actually witnessed one!� I screamed.
Alex went on to explain eagerly, as if I were his student and he the professor, �Lily, a mirage is caused by the desert heat and its effect on the light, which creates the optical illusion we�ve just seen. Fascinating, don�t you think?�
�Yes, but also disappointing.�
Alex gave my leg a gentle squeeze. �Sorry, Lily.�
�No need to apologize. After all, we had the thrill of encountering a mirage, a real one!� But, I wondered, can a mirage be fake?
�Actually, I am enjoying this. Lily, thanks for inviting me to come with you.�
�You�re welcome,� I said, but swallowed the following phrase: But please don�t ask me why I�m here in this Go-In-but-Never-Come-Out hell of a place.

About four o�clock we saw some towering boulders, this time real ones. Alex suggested we take a break and let the truck cool off. After he parked in the shade of one of the huge rocks, we stepped out, relieved ourselves, then drank and snacked on the hotelkeeper�s buns. Then Alex suggested we should get up to walk around a bit and stretch our legs.
As we wandered through the rocks we sighted, to our surprise, another stretch of water about twenty feet in front of us. Please, I thought, let this not be another mirage!
We held our breath till we were a few yards from the water before we both let out a long exhalation of relief.
Alex exclaimed, �Yes!�
Before I had a chance to ask, �Should we dip in?� he already dashed across the sand toward the pond, flailing arms and legs.
Then, to my utter shock and surprise, a scream�not that of pleasure, but unspeakable fear�exploded from his mouth.
�Alex, you all right?�
His voice was urgent and frightened. �Lily, stay right where you are!�
I extended one step toward him. �What?�
Now he sounded furious. �I said stop right there, now!�
�Alex!� My cheeks were burning; he had never talked to me like that.
�Lily, this is quicksand. Stay away!�
�But��
�Damn it, Lily, do as I say. Just don�t come close!�
It was only now that I noticed that bubbles were gurgling up from the wet sand.
�Alex!� I screamed, suddenly aware that the sun was setting and the sky darkening. I shivered.
�Lily, you need to do something for me! Right now!� Alex yelled.
I rubbed my eyes, wishing that the frightening scene in front of me was just another mirage. Alex seemed to have shrunk by one or even two inches right in front of my eyes.
�Oh, my God, Alex, what should I do?�
�I don�t know. Let me think!� My lover�s voice exploded in this bare universe where no one else, not even a ghost, would hear.
Alex�s voice piped up again, this time less frightened and more focused. �Do you think you can go detach the truck�s spare tire and bring it here?�
�I don�t know,� I shouted, feeling stupid, spoiled, and completely worthless.
�Stay calm and focus, Lily, otherwise you will only see me again in our next life. Now, listen carefully. There are tools behind the seat. Get them and unscrew the metal covering the tire. Use the glove to give you additional leverage. Now go, if you don�t want to see me disappear right in front of your eyes!�
�You hang in there, Alex!� Crying, I ran all the way back to the truck, flung open the door, searched for the tools, and found the tool kit. In less than a minute, I was separating the metal cover with the tire iron.
�Come on! Come on!� I cursed and pleaded and prayed for what seemed forever until, miraculously, the metal started to loosen up, then finally came off.
Holding the tire like a bag of gold, I dashed back to Alex, only to find he was already another two to three inches shorter. But there was no time for fear. I used all the strength I had�from all the way back to when I�d sucked at my mother�s nipple�to throw the tire to Alex. To my great exultation and relief, it landed right next to him and he managed to grasp onto it right away.
Now the desert had completely lost its romance. Instead of resembling a beautiful, tanned woman striking seductive poses, it emerged as a huge charnel ground oozing bile and wafting the smell of death. The name �Go-In-But-Never-Come-Out� no longer amused me but instead rang loud in my ears like a funeral dirge blasted from horns and trumpets.
Alex yelled to me, �Don�t panic, Lily. At least I�m floating now.�
But he couldn�t get back to the bank. There was about fifteen feet between us.
I threw out another stupid question. �What am I supposed to do next?�
Then I thought maybe I could detach all the other tires, even the truck�s cushion, to build a platform.
�Alex, hang in there, I�m going to get the other tires!� I yelled, then ran back to the truck.
I quickly realized that I lacked the strength to jack up the truck and remove the wheels. As I was twisting in frustration, I heard in the distance the sound of wheels grinding on sand. I turned and saw a greenish van heading toward me. Elated beyond words, I sprang up and ran toward the car while frantically waving my hands. Finally the van stopped about ten feet in front of me, its two headlights shining like the eyes of a ferocious beast. But the driver didn�t get out. Maybe he was as frightened as I�scrutinizing this strange, agitated woman before him and sizing up the situation. Was I a pretend-victim-robber or a potential murderer?
The door finally opened and from it emerged a tall, muscular man whose broad face was partly concealed by a dark beard. A foreigner of indeterminate nationality. My heart beat frantically against my ribs. Would he be the angel sent to save Alex?
I called out in English, then Mandarin, while gesturing frantically and pointing toward the pond, which was hidden by the boulder. �My friend is in the sinking sand. Please help us!�
He must have understood me, if not in one of the two languages, at least from the anxiety in my voice and the frustration written on my face. But he didn�t look a bit interested in helping. Instead, his eyes scrutinized me while his hand meditatively stroked his beard.
It must be he wanted to be paid for his service.
I pleaded again, �Can you help my friend? I can pay you. Just tell me how much.� I immediately regretted what I�d just said. If he knew that I had some money, he might rob or even kill me. Then Alex would surely be left to sink and die.
Slowly he walked toward me. Before I understood what was about to happen, he grabbed my shoulder, pried open my mouth, and plunged in his filthy tongue.
I screamed till my lungs burst.
�Something wrong?� Alex�s distant, faint, worried voice drifted from the other side of the rocks.
The man�s muscular arm locked my waist, his other hand enjoying a free tour of my breasts.
�You bastard, let me go!� I screamed, limbs struggling to free from his iron grasp.
Alex�s voice drifted toward us weak and fading like a ghost�s. �Lily?!�
�Nice warm sand dunes.� Bastard finally spoke, in heavily accented English. Then he turned to the direction of Alex�s voice and exclaimed, �Man, your girlfriend is an oasis in the desert!�
Alex�s thread-thin voice rose again desperately in this no-man�s-land. �You bastard, leave her alone or I�ll kill you! I swear!�
Bastard emitted a thunderous laugh, his stinking breath suffocating me. �You�re going to be dead soon, my friend. So how are you going to kill me? Maybe as a ghost in hell?�
As he was trying to tear off my shirt and pull down my jeans, my hand felt the tire iron I�d slipped inside my jeans pocket before I went up to greet him. Instantly, I snatched it out and struck the side of his head as hard as a blacksmith shoeing a horse.
�Ouuchhh!!!� He let go of me, looking stunned.
Alex seemed to be on his last bit of strength. He called out faintly, �Lily, are you hurt?�
�Alex, don�t worry about me. You just hang in there!� I exclaimed while running as fast as my feet could carry my 118-pound frame. I climbed inside the truck to start the engine, only to realize that the keys were in Alex�s pocket.
So I jumped out, ran to the bastard�s van, and quickly started the engine. Thank God he�d left the key in!
Face covered with blood, Bastard was staggering around, seemingly disoriented.
I drove the van up in front of him as a warning that if he dared come forward I would run him over and leave him as a delicious dinner for the desert beasts. But the crazy bastard threw himself right toward me! So my foot pushed down on the pedal and sent the van leaping forward. I heard a loud thump, felt the van lift up, then silence.
Then I realized what I had just done. �Oh, my God, I might have killed him!�
I gingerly got out of the van to look. The bastard was now lying unconscious as his blood seeped into the sand. I put my finger under his nostrils and felt breath. He was not dead but was not going to wake up anytime soon, either. One of his legs was bent at an odd angle.
I ran back to Alex.
Although Alex was still holding on to the tire and floating, he didn�t look good�his upper body was shivering and his face was as pale as milk.
�Alex! Alex!� I screamed till my lungs were about to burst. �Wake up, stay alert!�
He slowly opened his eyes, his expression glazed.
Then I realized the only way I could save him. I took off my shirt, bra, and jeans, tied them together, attached a stone, and threw my makeshift rescue line to Alex.
�Alex, get hold of the cloth and stay there. I�m now going to drive the van here!�
After I pulled the bastard�s van right up to the bank, I immediately tied the other end of the cloth to the van�s fender.
When finished, I yelled, �Alex, pull yourself to the bank as hard as you can!�
His eyes were half closed and his expression blank.
�Alex, did you hear me? Move! Quickly! The temperature is dropping and you�re getting seriously chilled. We need to get away from here now!�
Alex slowly opened his eyes to stare at me, emitting a very weak and pained, �Are you hurt?�
�Alex, we have no time to discuss this! If you truly love me, get your ass back here, right now! You pull the cloth from your side and I�ll pull it from mine. Let�s move!�
With great effort, Alex managed to slowly drag himself to the bank. I pulled him into my arms and kissed him madly while tears flooded down my cheeks onto his wet body. He felt stiff and cold as a marble statue.
�Alex, Alex, answer me, you OK?�
It seemed it was a great effort for him just to nod. Without losing a beat, I helped him get inside the van, peeled off his wet clothes, started the engine, and turned on the heat full blast.
�Alex, you wait right here.� I dashed to our truck to get a blanket and our thermos of hot tea, then dashed back.
I wrapped the blanket around Alex and poured the tea down his throat. He�d been freezing and worrying for almost an hour now.
I drove Bastard�s van next to our truck, retrieved the key from Alex�s pants pocket, started the engine of our truck, and turned on the heat. Then I helped Alex from the van into the truck. My attacker was still motionless, but I feared he might wake up soon�or he might be dead�so I certainly did not want another vehicle to come by and realize what I had done.
When we drove past the big, motionless body, Alex looked utterly shocked. He seemed to try to say something but instead slipped into an oblivious sleep.
My foot hit the gas pedal and the truck flew forward as if fired from a cannon, leaving behind the bubbling pond, the ominous boulders, the bearded bastard�.
Not until we were about thirty miles down the road did I dare pull the truck to a stop to check on Alex.
I placed my hand on his forehead, then gently patted his cheek. �Alex! Alex! Wake up!�
He opened his eyes and stared at me with the same blank expression.
�You all right?�
He nodded.
�You warm enough?�
He nodded again.
�Alex, say something, for heaven�s sake! Please don�t scare me like this!�
He reached to touch my face, hand trembling.
�Yes, honey?� I asked.
Tears rolled down his cheeks. He seemed too overwhelmed by emotions and the recent trauma to say anything.
I leaned to kiss him. �What is it, Alex? You hurt?�
He shook his head.
�Then say something, please!�
�I� I�m so sorry.�
�For what?�
He threw himself into my arms and sobbed uncontrollably. �Are you��
I caressed his head, feeling his thick hair comfortingly pricking my hand. �Alex, don�t worry, we are safe now.�
He could not be comforted.
�Alex, please.�
Long moments passed before he finally detached himself. Then he looked at me with sad eyes. �Lily, I�m so sorry that I couldn�t protect you from him.�
�Alex, what are you talking about? It�s not your fault.�
�Did that guy� did he��
He couldn�t finish the sentence. So I finished it for him. �Has this been on your mind, that the guy raped me?�
He nodded, more tears gushing from his eyes.
Moved beyond words, I pulled him to me. �Alex, I�m fine.�
He raised his head. �Is that true? Please don�t lie to me.�
�Yes,� I said, wiping the tears from his face.
�Then why do you have no clothes on?�
It was only then that I realized I was almost naked, my shirt, bra, and jeans having been used to make his lifeline.
�I used my clothes to rescue you.�
�But you still haven�t answered me. Did he��
I laughed. �No. Before he did anything, I knocked him unconscious with the tire iron.�
�Did you also run over him?�
I nodded again.
�Is he dead?�
�I don�t think so, not when I checked on him. Alex, do you think that I�� I couldn�t finish, fearing Alex might be horrified by my violent act.
But instead he replied, �Lily, you�re such a brave woman. If anyone tries to harm you, I�ll do the same. Trust me, I won�t hesitate to kill anyone who�d endanger your life. I love you.�
�Alex, please don�t say anything like that. I�m just glad you�re OK.� Then I teased. �You still want to travel on the desert with me?�
He nodded.
�Good. But you need to change soon. You�re filthy!�
He smiled. �You too. You�re indecently exposed.�
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Although Alex insisted that he was fine, I couldn�t completely relax until he was checked by a doctor. But he remained consistently stubborn. �Lily, I�m not going to any hospital here.�
So we continued on, this time with me driving. I kept looking over at him and, to my relief, he gradually stopped shivering and his normal color returned. I was still worried, so when we saw another ramshackle hotel by the roadside, I insisted we stay there rather than camping under the stars. The room was no better than the previous one, but there was a decent shower with lukewarm water, so we both stood under it to remove the mud and grime. I helped him wash, the rag in my hand making a harsh swishing sound on his bare back.
Still worried, I said, �Alex, I still think you should see a doctor to make sure you�re all right.�
But he adamantly refused. After more arguments, he compromised by agreeing to stay in the hotel another day before setting out again in the desert. Then, exhausted, he went to bed and fell asleep right away.
I was too worried to sleep, so I took out my journal and wrote down the happenings of the past few days. When finished, suddenly I remembered Master Soaring Crane�s pouch. I took one slip out and read:
Do not give up any chance to defeat your enemy. You must be the master of his fate. Exploit his unpreparedness and attack him when he is unaware.

Wow. Was he a clairvoyant? Or me? Without having read this bit of cunning advice I had followed it exactly. I had certainly mastered the bearded bastard�s fate. But I could only hope that I wouldn�t have another such enemy to defeat!
Some hours later when Alex woke up, he was hungry. So we went down to the hotel restaurant. The kitchen was closed, but the owner fixed us a plate of noodles and vegetables, which was surprisingly good.

After a whole day of eating, relaxing, and sleeping, I was relieved to see a healthy glow finally returning to Alex�s cheeks. Had anything happened to him, I could have never forgiven myself, since it was me who had lured him into the Go-In-But-Never-Come-Out desert.
When we were ready to go again, Alex insisted that he drive; I�d suffered enough for him and needed the break. He was, as usual, so stubborn that I gave in.
After a few minutes on the road, he asked, �Lily, after what we�ve been through, I think you owe it to me to explain why we are here.�
I reached over to smooth his hair. �Alex, actually� it�s something kind of complicated.�
�You think I�m too young to understand?�
�No, not that. But��
He cut me off. �Lily, I care about you very much, so I want to know what�s happening in your life. When you are by yourself, I worry all the time that you might be cheated, or hurt. So I came with you, but I have a right to know why we are here.�
�All right, then I�ll tell you.�
So I let go of my normal caution and spilled out the whole story to him: my dead parents, my strange aunt and her even stranger bequest, even the money I was going to be rewarded. Except that I lied about the amount. Instead of three million, now it became a mere one hundred thousand.
Alex looked deep in thought for seconds. �Wow. Unbelievable. Sounds like something out of an adventure novel! You are very brave. I�m very proud of you, Lily.�
�There�s really nothing to be proud of. I am doing it for the money.� I felt I had to be honest about this but was still afraid of what he might think of me.
�No, you aren�t. You do this because you want something different in life. I�m glad you finally told me about this. I�ll help you get your money. And don�t worry if you don�t, I still love you. Promise.�
I chuckled.
�Lily, you�re different from other women I know. I knew it when I first laid eyes on you in Xian.�
�You did?�
He nodded. �Yes, definitely. Now will you tell me all the rest of the details?�
So I went on to tell Alex more details of my trips, including Lop Nor and the blind fortune-teller, even Chris. Everything�except, of course, I left out Floating Cloud, the hanging-upside-down-lotus, and the Diamond Sutra and Gold Buddha.
Although he expressed great sympathy for Lop Nor, his expression betrayed some jealousy. �So this herbalist was in love with you?�
�Alex! It�s you who wanted to know more about my trip.�
He made a face. �I can�t help it. And that Chris�� Suddenly he lifted one hand and did a heavy punch in the air.
I chuckled at his childish outburst. �Alex, don�t be so violent! You haven�t even met Chris. Why you hate him so much?�
�Because he�s a liar and cheater, and he took advantage of you.�
�Maybe. But he�s also helped me.�
�I know. All these men loving you. What about the fortune-teller?�
�Alex! That master�s almost a hundred years old.�
�All right, all right. How was I supposed to know his age?�
To distract him, I asked, �You want me to take you to Soaring Crane someday to have your fortune told?�
�Yes, I�d like him to predict how many children we�ll have.�
�Alex!�
�Sorry, just dreaming. Is that allowed?�

Finally we arrived at the place marked by my aunt on the map. It had once been a bustling stop for weary travelers on the Silk Road, but now all that was left were a few sun-bleached walls and depressions in the sand. Alex pulled off the road and parked in a deserted courtyard. Not a tree was in sight, so we donned our straw hats to ward off the scorching sun. Mindy Madison�s document stated that the treasure was buried under a high wall. But low walls were all that I could see.
Puzzled, I asked Alex, who was now examining a dark green lizard crawling on one of the walls, �I don�t see any high walls here, do you?�
He made a sweeping gesture with his arms. �Right here.�
�What do you mean?�
�Lily, these walls were high when they were built, but tumbled down years ago.�
I looked around more carefully and realized that, of course, he was right.
Walking slowly along each wall and examining them closely, I finally stopped in front of one with a drawing of a woman with long, black hair.
I waved to Alex. �Come take a look!�
He hastened over to me.
�Look, this graffiti must be a sign, or a code. I think we should try digging under this wall.�
Alex went to get a shovel from the truck, hurried back, and began to dig. In a few minutes, part of a painted face began to emerge. My heart skipped a beat while I took out my camera to snap pictures. With quick motions of his arm, Alex swept off the sand and pulled out a metal box. On the cover was the face of a girl with long, black hair. Alex immediately snapped it open but, to my utter disappointment, the only �treasure� was a dusty clump of long, black hair.
Alex laughed, lifting up the hair and pouring the dust from the box. �Lily, so this is the treasure we risked our lives for?�
Was this a perverse joke from my aunt? From my backpack, I took out one of Mindy Madison�s envelopes, tore it open, and read the instructions:
This hair must be sent to the Hidden Spirit Temple in Beijing. The nuns will know what to do with it.

I could not imagine what the temple would need this clump of hair for. So that the bald-headed nuns could make wigs to go out at night to sing karaoke or moonlight at forbidden establishments after midnight?
Now I seriously questioned whether I should continue this journey. I knew the Hidden Spirit Temple; it was in all the guidebooks. It would be easy to send the box and its peculiar contents there. Yet the demands from my aunt seemed to be getting more and more outrageous, even bizarre. The only thing that was real so far was the fifty thousand dollars, some still sitting in my bank account with the rest now in my pocket. But I had no regrets, for it was this trip that led me to Alex.
I took a few more pictures of the site, asked Alex to take some with me in them, then stowed the tin box in my backpack.
Alex�s excited voice rose in the air. �Lily, let�s stay here tonight.�
�Why?�
�I want to make love with you here.�
�Why here?�
�Because these walls will protect us from the wind and dust so we can watch the stars.�
�What if other couples think the same and try to camp here, too?�
�Then we�ll have a sex orgy.�
�Alex!� I slapped his shoulder. �Is that what�s always on your dirty mind?�
We kidded around for a while before he held my shoulders to stare into my eyes, his expression serious. �Lily, can�t you tell by now I�m a very devoted lover? You ever see my eyes wandering around?�
I chuckled. �Because there�re no other women around in the desert! I�m not so sure when you�re back in the city�.�
�Lily, stop it. I don�t like to be teased about this. I�m a one-woman guy, period.�
�All right, all right, relax, Alex, I believe you.�
The sky was getting dark, so Alex parked the truck next to the tallest wall, then took out our small tent from the vehicle. I watched with relish as my lover set up the tent, working with deft hands and a determined expression. Then with our small propane burner we cooked canned beans and Spam to go with the now-stale buns given to us by the restaurant owner. Alex had told me he had started to learn to cook when he was ten. Any girl who�d be his wife would have not only a secure life but also a full stomach for sure. But hopefully without the extra pounds!
After dinner, Alex spread a blanket on the ground and started to take off my clothes. Embarrassed now that we were standing naked face-to-face, I shifted this way and that so he wouldn�t have the complete �Open-the-door-and-see-the-mountains� view.
�Lily, please.�
I pretended not to understand. �Please what?�
�You know what�. Please let me see you,� he pleaded, his astronomer�s eyes moving up toward heaven, then back down to earth.
�But aren�t you seeing me already? I�m right in front of you.�
Ignoring my nonsense, Alex lifted me up and gently set me down on the blanket, putting his hand under my head so I wouldn�t hit the ground.
He sighed. �Lily, I want to feast on your beauty every day.�
�Then what about the rest of me?�
After more verbal foreplay, my lover finally devoted himself to my body, his hands gentle yet firm, like a master chef kneading his dough. I closed my eyes to enjoy his touch. I never thought I was the most beautiful woman in the world, but his tender hands made me think just that. I didn�t think I was the sexiest, but the burning desire on his face made me imagine just that. I didn�t think I was the most romantic, but now it was as if I could see his eyes filled with stars. I didn�t think I was the most passionate, but my lover�s long, lingering howl made me think just that�.
After love, we cuddled each other as we drifted off to sleep. Later I awoke shivering. So I nudged Alex, suggesting we get inside the truck and turn on the heat. Once we were inside with the seats pulled down and the heater on high, to my surprise, Alex wanted sex again.
Where did that endless energy and desire come from? That�s the price one paid for having a young lover. Maybe that�s why in traditional China women had at least eight or nine children, if not more. Because they married in their teens and their boy-husbands just wouldn�t leave them alone!
Though at first wanting to sleep, soon I was happy to comply. Especially since he�d suffered so much from the sinking sand and the worry of my attempted assault the other day.
After that, Alex held me as we watched the stars through the vehicle�s windows. In the moonlight filled with dense, sex-filled qi, I felt dizzy from a dreamy happiness.
I smoothed my lover�s hair, enjoying its sensuous silkiness. �Alex,� I asked, �is there nothing but sex between a man and a woman?�
�Of course not. I love my mother and sister, but I never thought of having sex with them.�
I turned to look him in the eyes. �You have a sister? How come you never mentioned her?�
�Sorry. Because she died.�
�How?� Now I was completely alert.
�She was my twin sister adopted with me. You know, we�re what the Chinese call the �dragon and phoenix twins.� �
I was completely enthralled by this unexpected revelation.
He went on. �She was born with a heart defect. Mom and Dad spent a fortune on treatment, but all the operations still failed to save her life.�
�I�m so sorry, Alex. How old was she when she died?�
�Ten.�
�Oh, my God!�
�She was my best friend. I used to tell her everything and cook for her. She also wanted to cook for me but couldn�t manage because of her disease. So she pretended to fix me meals�breakfast, lunch, one time even a gourmet dinner.�
I didn�t know what to say. I felt guilty that the sadness now on Alex�s face rendered him even more handsome. I bent to kiss him softly on his lips. �Alex, I�m sorry. But you can cook for me now, and if you don�t mind my poor culinary skills, I�ll cook for you, too.�
He looked even sadder.
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The next day when I woke up in the truck, Alex was still sound asleep. The light hairs on his bare chest stirred softly in the slight desert breeze. My hand reached to stroke his cheek, but he flipped to the other side like a fish eluding my grasp.
I�d been reminding myself that I shouldn�t let my young lover take up so much of my time, that I was in China to carry out my mission of collecting the three million dollars. Once the prospect arose of having all this money, I realized how desperately I needed to escape my penny-pinching life.
Maybe now I had an additional option�saying yes to Alex�s proposal. But I would be living on his money. And his parents�. Could I swallow Donna�s disdainful treatment and take his parents� thrown-on-the-ground-so-pick-it-up money? Of course not. For now, what I needed was to complete my mission and, in the meantime, just enjoy Alex�s company.
Once Alex awoke we had a brief discussion of plans. Both of us agreed we�d had enough desert adventures, so we headed back toward Urumqi. On the way, we posted the box with the hair to its intended destination in Beijing.
Despite the difficulties we had experienced here, we were actually about to go out of the notorious Go-In-But-Never-Come-Out desert. Alex would be with me, at least for now, but it was unlikely we would ever come back, wherever our lives took us. I thought of all that had happened here and that I would be leaving behind�Keku and her little son Mito; Floating Cloud and Pure Wisdom; Soaring Crane and Ah Hung; but most of all, Lop Nor. Whenever I remembered his kindness toward me and his tragic life, and death, I was greatly saddened. Suddenly I felt I should make a final visit to Black Dragon Pond to say a last good-bye. I wanted Alex with me but was not sure how he would take to this idea. To my relief, he quickly agreed.
�I would like that. You speak well of him and he was good to you, so I feel I would like to know more about him.� He cast me a suspicious glance. �As long as you promise me that you only liked him, not loved him.�
I nodded, and Alex took me in his arms and kissed me. �Lily, you�re such a good person. I love you.�
�I love you, too, Alex.� Then I realized that I�d just uttered the ultimate words.
�You do?�
I nodded. �But��
�Shhh�� He put his finger across his mouth. �I�ll give you time, I promise.�
�Thanks.�
Gently I detached from his hold, pulled from my backpack Lop Nor�s necklace, and handed it to Alex. �He left me this,� I said, feeling my eyes moisten.
Alex studied the pendant and remained silent for moments, then he turned to me. �Lop Nor is gone, but I am here for you and I always will be.�

The next day, Alex and I arrived at the Black Dragon Pond early in the morning. Neither of us had talked much, both lost in our own thoughts. I asked a tourist to take pictures of me and Alex together, then took Alex�s hand and led him along the jade green water.
Despite the beauty of the scene, with white clouds floating along a pure blue sky, my friend had lost his life here, his unhappy fate no fault of his own. It brought to my mind the famous expression from Laozi: �Heaven and Earth are indifferent, treating all things like straw dogs.� I asked Alex if he knew this saying.
He spoke eagerly. �Of course. In ancient China, people used straw to make objects resembling animals to be used as ritual offerings. They burned them to symbolize the fateful end of all things. Chinese don�t believe that heaven and earth are cruel, just that things follow their natural, inevitable course.�
�Wow, Alex, you really do know about Chinese culture.�
A smile bloomed on his face, finally. �I�m a graduate student in Chinese studies at Columbia, remember?�
�Maybe that�s why the Chinese often lament, when the custom is lost, we have to learn it back from the Barbarians.�
He wrapped his arm around my shoulder. �Exactly. That�s why I, the barbarian, am here for you.�
In the tranquil, expansive area surrounding the lake, only a few tourists milled about, some talking, others pressing down shutter buttons with swift fingers. A young girl struck a few daring poses for her boyfriend to save for eternity. Three teenage boys joked around, pretending to push one of them into the lake. A fortyish, strong-featured man, perhaps Japanese, wearing a black T-shirt, khaki pants, and a baseball hat, was taking pictures with an intimidating, professional-looking camera on a tripod�perhaps a photo-journalist working for some famous travel magazine.
I always liked when people showed care and respect for their work, as Alex had when we prepared for our desert trip. I wondered if he�d learned this from his stuffy parents or picked it up somewhere as he grew up. Anyway, my ideal man was cautious with a romantic heart. Chris was also romantic�when he wanted sex.
I tuned back to watch Alex, who seemed to be deep in thought. Was he meditating on Lop Nor�s tragic life?
I put my arm around his waist. �Alex, what are you thinking?�
�Your friend and all his relatives are down there. Is it true?�
�Unless Lop Nor imagined his family�s death and faked his own suicide. But for what?�
Long silence.
�Alex, are you sad?�
He sighed. �Does anyone know about this?�
�I don�t think so. There�s no newspaper here, and Lop Nor didn�t seem to have any friends. But I really don�t know.�
Then we stopped to look at the jade green water.
�Alex, why don�t we say a prayer for Lop Nor and his family?�
�Of course.�
At first I meant to recite the Lord�s Prayer, but suddenly realized that Lop Nor was not Christian but a Uyghur, a Muslim. Since I didn�t know any Muslim sutras, or if any even exist, I could just recite the very ubiquitous Buddhist �Nammo Amita Fo��Hail to Amida Buddha, which was supposed to be a panacea for all people and all situations.
�Alex, I�ll recite the Lord�s Prayer and the Nianfo thirty times for Lop Nor and his family. You can join me or just listen,� I said, taking out Lop Nor�s necklace and holding it between my palms in the prayer gesture.
Alex cast the jade, then me, a meaningful glance. �A beautiful piece. You must really like it.�
�Yes, very much. It�s Lop Nor�s wedding gift to his wife and he left it to me.�
He hesitated, then asked me quietly, �Tell me, were you in love with him, maybe a little bit? Are you still mourning him and that�s why you never say yes to my proposal? I need an honest answer, Lily.�
An overwhelming sadness rose in my heart while tears filled my eyes. But I wouldn�t let them fall. The idea that I might be in love with Lop Nor had entered my mind more than once, though I�d also tried to dismiss it. I was a girl who at sixteen had even found something to love about a crude fishmonger. Was I seeking a man who would give me the love that my own father had never cared to give?
�Alex, sometimes I�m confused about men.�
He pulled back.
�But I love you, not Lop Nor. I am sure about that.�
�All right.� He squeezed my shoulders. �Why don�t we start to pray now.�
Just then I flinched from a sharp pain at my back. �Ah!�
One of the teenagers had bumped into me and was now running away with his two companions, all laughing and punching each other. They had no idea of the terrible result of bumping into me�knocking Lop Nor�s necklace from my hands and into the lake.
In a flash Alex jumped in the water.
Fear seized me while I screamed at the top of my voice, �Alex, what are you doing!?�
�Retrieving your necklace!� he yelled back.
Tears coursed down my cheeks. �Alex, please come back! It�s not worth it!�
�No, not until I find it!�
�Alex, just come back, please!�
But he vanished from sight.
A small group of people had already gathered around to watch, including the three teenagers.
Moments later, when Alex didn�t surface, I pleaded to the group, �Can somebody help my friend? Please call an ambulance!�
But no one offered help, only comments.
One fiftyish man said to his son, �Hai, a foreign devil drowning in China.�
Another young man exclaimed, �How come this barbarian doesn�t know how to swim while his comrades won so many medals at the Olympic Games?�
�Would someone please help?� I yelled again.
The group lowered their heads to look at their shoes.
I was never a good swimmer and hadn�t even been in a pool for years. But I couldn�t just watch Alex vanish in front of my eyes. I was pulling off my jacket when the photographer I�d noticed earlier dashed to my side.
He spoke in accented English. �You don�t know how to do this. Just stay right here.�
In no time, he pulled off his cap, threw down his glasses, plunged into the lake, and dived.
The three teenagers clapped.
I watched, seemingly forever, agonized as a fish sizzling on a hot wok, until finally the photographer surfaced�with Alex�s head bobbing next to his.
Gently holding Alex�s head above water with a determined expression, he swiftly swam toward the shore. The crowd cheered. Tears of joy coursed down my cheeks.
Among the hustle and bustle, the photographer finally hauled Alex onto the shore. I immediately went to kneel down beside them. I swept Alex�s matted hair�finally tamed�away from his eyes and touched his face. �Alex, are you all right? Please talk to me.�
But he said nothing. The photographer checked his throat and heartbeat. Then he pushed hard on Alex�s chest till water poured from his mouth. As I was despairing, finally Alex began to cough and tried to sit up.
After long moments, Alex spoke, his face grimaced with pain. �My head�.�
The photographer carefully examined his head, then pressed a towel on it to stop the bleeding. He turned to me. �I believe when your friend dived, his head hit a rock. We need to get him to the hospital to see if he has a concussion. He also needs a few stitches.�
�Oh, my God�.�
As if this was not bad enough, he added, �He may become hypothermic.�
�What�s that?�
�His body temperature may drop too low from being in the cold water.�
�How do you know?�
�I�m a doctor.�
I lowered my voice in case Alex could hear. �Is his life in danger?�
He whispered back, �I don�t think so. But I�m afraid only an X-ray can tell for certain. Miss, you stay here to look after your friend and keep pressing the towel against the cut. I�ll go get help and be right back.�
Before I finished saying, �Thank you so much,� he�d already left.
I turned to Alex. �Alex, talk to me. How do you feel now?�
Eyes closed, he didn�t respond.
My heart flopped like a fish on land struggling for air. �Alex?�
While I saw blood slowly seeping through the white towel and staining my hand, I felt my heart slowly sink like Lop Nor and his family to the bottom of the pond.
I looked up to the sky and silently prayed to God. �Please protect Alex from anything bad and direct the ambulance here quickly.�
I kept praying and pressing my hand on Alex�s head until my ears were pierced by the sound of wailing sirens. A police car and an ambulance screeched to a stop a few feet from us. Two policemen and two uniformed men jumped down from the vehicles, followed by the photographer. A policeman started to ask me questions while the two ambulance men knelt beside Alex. They quickly wrapped a bandage around his head, then struggled to lift him onto the flimsy canvas stretcher.
Before I could utter a word of comfort, Alex slowly opened his eyes and mumbled, �Sorry, Lily.�
I was relieved beyond words. I replied softly, �About what?�
�The necklace. But my head and my leg��
I put my finger on his lips. �Shhh� nothing is more important in my life than you�.�
�Is that true?�
It melted my heart that he looked so happy despite his injury and pain.
Before I could respond, Alex was being lifted into the ambulance. The photographer and I pushed in after him. With a jerk, the vehicle started forward, the driver beeping its horn furiously.
Finally we pulled to an abrupt halt in front of a gray building. The ambulance men lifted Alex onto a stretcher and hurried inside the hospital where two paramedics rushed him into what I took to be the emergency room. Blood-soaked rags littered the floor. Since we were not his relatives, the photographer and I were made to wait outside, so we sat together on a hard bench in the lobby.
He threw down an �I�ll be right back� look and hurried away.
I began to ardently recite the Lord�s Prayer and the Nammo Amita Fo. First the sinking sand and now this, in less than a week, and all my fault! I tried to gather my scattered spirits and convince myself that what I needed at this critical moment was to focus, not indulge in guilt.
Then suddenly Master Soaring Crane�s saying popped in my mind:
Your lovers are mutually destructive with the element of water. It�s their fate.

I should have heeded the master�s warning and shouldn�t have asked Alex to go to the pond with me!
I kept praying and reciting till I gradually felt myself calming down. I also became aware for the first time of the other people waiting in the lobby�a mother cooing to her crying, tomato-faced baby; a young man sitting on a bench and falling asleep, his head nodding like a fishing rod; a sixtyish man walking cautiously, his hand holding a bag of urine dangling from his waist. The whole place stank of a mixture of medicine, human sweat, and death, its stale air punctured by wailing patients, shouting nurses, crying children.
As I was watching, the photographer�s voice rose next to my ear. �This is for you.�
He was handing me a cup of hot tea.
�Thanks.�
I took a tentative sip as I studied the stranger�s face. He looked to be around forty, solidly built, broad faced, thick necked with a confident manner. I thanked him for saving Alex�s life.
�Don�t mention it. Somebody had to help.�
�I didn�t even have a chance to ask your name.�
�Akira Muramachi.�
�Japanese?�
He nodded.
�I�m Lily Lin, Chinese�. What do you think? Will he be all right?�
Just then I was startled by a tap on my shoulder.
It was a doctor in a wrinkled white coat. �Miss, you�re the foreigner�s friend?�
�Yes, is he OK?� My heart began its ascending roller coaster ride.
He put on a grave expression. �This is very serious, but there is no danger to his life.�
The ride now swiftly descended to level ground as I deeply exhaled. The Japanese photographer gave me a comforting pat on my shoulder.
The doctor pushed up his thick glasses on his flat nose and for some reason gave me a chiding look. �Your friend has fifteen stitches on his scalp but nothing serious, just surface injuries, and luckily he didn�t have a skull fracture. However, he was chilled by the cold water and might get pneumonia. He�s been coughing a lot, so we have to keep him here overnight.�
�Can I see him now?�
�Yes, but he�s asleep, so no talking.�
�I understand, doctor. Thank you very much.�
�You have to inform his parents or relatives very soon.�
�Yes, doctor, I will, and thanks again.�
After the doctor walked away, I asked the Japanese, �Since you�re also a doctor, would you mind coming with me?�
�Of course not.�

28
Two Nurses

Inside the hospital room, there were four beds. Three were empty but unmade with dirty sheets. The Japanese doctor and I went up to Alex and quietly sat down beside him. Seeing that he was asleep, I gently laid my hand on his shoulder, saddened by his sudden smallness and vulnerability. I blinked back tears and let the Japanese doctor check on him.
When he finished, I asked, �He�s all right?�
�I think so.�
�You can�t be sure?�
�Since there�s not much equipment here, I have to go by examining him. The doctor said no skull fracture so they must have done an X-ray. I will try to have a look at it.� He paused to cast Alex another look, then, �I�ll leave you two alone while I try to find the X-ray. I�ll be right back.�
�Thank you.�
Alex was still asleep, so I planted a kiss on his forehead and quietly left the room. In the hallway I paced restlessly waiting for the Japanese doctor to return. Finally, he reappeared, smiling as he walked down the hall toward me.
�Don�t worry, Miss Lin.� He patted my hand. �The skull films look fine. I am sure your friend will be all right.�
�Please just call me Lily, and thank you�.� I tried but failed to recall his name.
He smiled. �Akira Muramachi.�
�Thank you again. I don�t know what I�d have done without you, Dr. Muramachi.�
�Akira, please.�
I tried to come up with some appropriate conversation. �So, Akira, you�re also a photographer?�
�Yes.�
�Where are you from?�
�I�m now practicing in Tokyo, but I trained in Boston.�
�That�s why you speak English so well.�
�So the young man is your��
�My boyfriend Alex.�
He glanced at his watch. �All right, I better leave. I�m going to get a taxi to go back to my hotel. Can I give you a lift?�
�No, but thanks. I want to stay here to keep Alex company in case he wakes up.�
�Of course, but where are you going to sleep?�
�I don�t think I can sleep, anyway.�
�All right then,� he said, then took out a card, wrote something down, and handed it to me. �Here�s my hotel�s phone and my room number. In case you need me for anything. Please don�t hesitate to call. I also want your friend to recover, so I am more than happy to help.�
�I will, and thank you so much, Akira.�
�Don�t mention it. I�ll come back here tomorrow morning to check on him.�
�It�s very kind of you, Akira, but you really don�t have to��
�See you tomorrow.� He smiled, picked up his camera bag, and walked toward the exit.
I read his card. Akira Muramachi, MD. Neurosurgeon, Tokyo University Hospital.
I made a mental addition: And a Japanese angel in white.
Now feeling more hopeful, I stood up and went to check on Alex. Seeing that he was still sound asleep, I left the room and walked to the nurses� station where two young women, one kind faced and the other plump and sour looking, were busy talking and shifting charts.
I went up to Kind Face. �Miss nurse, can you tell me where I can use a phone?�
She pointed to a dilapidated booth by the entrance.
�I need to call international.�
�International?� Both women stared at me as if I were an alien.
�Yes, to the United States.�
�United States?� Now the two cast each other surprised looks.
Then Kind Face asked, �But why you want to call so far away?�
Plump watched me curiously.
I pointed to Alex�s room. �I need to call his parents to tell them about their son.�
Plump leaned over. �But his bill has already been taken care of.�
�No, that�s not possible. I didn�t even know I had to pay first.�
Kind Face smiled. �Not you, your boyfriend.�
�How could he have paid? He�s injured and has been sleeping the whole time!�
The nursing duo exchanged puzzled glances.
Plump looked at me with an incredulous expression. �You mean that injured American your boyfriend? We thought he�s your student, learn Chinese with you. Ha!�
I snapped, �Don�t I have the right to have a young boyfriend?�
She chuckled. �Miss, this is China.�
What the hell did that mean? But I asked, �Who paid then?�
�The one just left. Paid a lot. Three hundred renminbi!�
Akira Muramachi paid? How odd.
�When did he do that?�
�When you were inside the hospital room with your boyfriend,� Kind Face chimed in. �Miss, we just think that a Chinese is more suitable for you.�
I corrected her. �That one is Japanese.�
Plump said, �Why is he not your boyfriend?�
What a question.
�He�s not even a friend, just a stranger.�
�A Japanese paid three hundred renminbi for an American, or a Chinese, he doesn�t even know?� Plump said, then widened her eyes while covering her mouth to feign surprise. �Maybe not really Japanese.�
Now it was Kind Face�s turn to comment. �You know, Japanese liked to kill Chinese. My great-grandfather was murdered by Japanese soldiers during the Nanjing Massacre.�
Plump sent her comrade a chiding look, chuckling. �Hey, there are good Japanese, too, especially those who feel guilty of what their ancestors did. Such as this one. Paying three hundred renminbi for a stranger, an American. Wah!�
A surge of respect rose inside me, not only that Akira had saved Alex�s life but also that he paid for the hospital fees, even though it was only forty U.S. dollars. It was not the amount but the care and consideration that touched me.
I put on a smile for the two nurses. �Miss nurses, please, I really need to make this important phone call.�
Plump cut me off. �Miss, when my uncle got married, he and his brother had to ride a donkey and a motorbike to deliver the invitation cards fifteen days earlier.�
�Sorry about your uncles� inconvenience, but can I borrow a phone card from either of you? Of course I�ll pay you back�. double. How�s that?� I pleaded.
Kind Face blurted out, �Sorry, we don�t have one. We never call long distance here.�
Plump winked and nudged her colleague�s shoulder, then smiled flirtatiously at me. �Actually I do have one.�
�You do?� Kind Face gave her a surprised look.
�I go get it. Be right back.�
Kind Face said, �Hey, you can�t just leave�.�
Plump pleaded, �Good sister, just fifteen minutes. If Dr. Wong asks, tell him I have woman�s discomfort and will be right back.� After that, she vanished like a wisp of smoke.
I went back to the bench and sat down.
In exactly fifteen minutes, Plump materialized in the hall, puffing and sucking in big gulps of air. She dashed up to me with her fleshy hand waving a phone card. �Here you are. One hundred renminbi. �
�How come so expensive?�
�You said double.�
�All right, I�ll take it.� I fished the bills from my pocket, counted them, then placed them in her outstretched hand.
�Thank you, miss,� she said, then hurried back behind the nurses� station.
As I was walking toward the phone booth, I heard Kind Face�s excited voice. �Wah! You make a fortune in fifteen minutes! What about a treat for dinner tonight?�
I thought it would be so hard to get a connection to the States that I was very nervous and had to keep telling myself to be patient. But to my surprise, this time the line was connected only after five rings. I immediately recognized Donna�s voice�like cold ashes long forgotten at the bottom of an antique incense burner.
�Donna? This is Lily Lin calling from Urumqi.�
�Alex there with you?�
�Yes.�
The impersonal voice piped up again. �Why didn�t he call himself? Can I talk to him?�
�I�m afraid not. Alex� had an accident.�
�Oh, my God, what happened? Anything serious? Is he all right?� Her voice was suddenly filled with fear and concern.
Good. At least some hot cinders were finally shooting out from this pile of cold ashes.
�Don�t worry, he�s fine now and asleep. He fell into a lake and got chilled.� I left out the head stitches, in case that would stir her imagination, assuming she had any.
The voice, now fierce and demanding, shot an octave higher. �How did that happen?!�
�Alex was accidentally knocked over by a few frolicking teenagers,� I lied.
Silence.
I said, �Donna, can you tell Frank about this?�
She didn�t answer my question but said, �Alex really shouldn�t have gone to that part of China. He just won�t listen. It�s because of you that he��
There was a lot I could think of to say, like, �Your son is a grown man and if you think you even have the tiniest shred of control over his adult mind and body, then you�re either damn stupid or a downright retard!� or �Too bad I�m the one he loves, not you. You old, cold, wrinkly, ugly, pretentious, mean-mouthed, and icy-hearted bitch!� But of course I swallowed these would-be-firecracker-like strings of words. This was not the time to be antagonistic. After all, Alex did need his parents� help now.
I tried my best to sound calm and friendly. �Don�t worry, Donna, the doctor said he�s OK.�
But Donna�s shrill voice attacked my ear membrane from eight thousand miles away. �I don�t trust any doctors in China. They don�t know what they�re doing!�
I said, �I don�t know about Chinese doctors, but a Japanese doctor who trained in Boston also checked on Alex and said he�s fine. In fact, he was the one who rescued him.�
Silence.
Finally she spoke, her voice deflated. �All right. I�ll tell Frank about this, and we�ll book a ticket to come to Alex as soon as possible. Tell my son we are coming right away.�
�Thanks, Donna,� I said, then told her the hospital�s address and phone number.
The telephone conversation, though it lasted only a few minutes, exhausted me. I walked back to thank Plump for the card and told her I wanted to stay with Alex overnight.
�Sorry, miss, hospital visit over. Come back tomorrow.�
I looked at my watch: 9:45 PM.
But I couldn�t just leave Alex by himself. Besides, since the truck was left at the pond, how could I get a taxi and find a hotel? So, pretending to look for the washroom, I left the counter and walked through some corridors until I spotted a bench. Thinking I would sneak in later to see Alex, I stretched out and was soon asleep.

I felt a slap on my shoulder and opened my eyes to see a young woman in a white uniform looking down at me, smiling. �Hey, miss, good morning.�
It was Plump.
�You didn�t go to see your boyfriend?�
�No, not yet.� I peeked at my watch and realized it was six o�clock in the morning. I was so exhausted that I�d slept through the night.
She winked at me. �You slept here all night?�
Before I knew how to respond, she spoke again. �Don�t worry, I won�t tell anyone, not even my comrade.�
I suddenly realized since yesterday she�d made a small fortune from me, she probably didn�t want to kill the hen who laid the golden egg. And I was right.
�Anything you want? Just tell me.�
�Thank you, not now, but maybe later.�
She smiled again, this time mischievously. �He�s very good looking, but very young, your little brother boyfriend.�
�Thanks.� I couldn�t tell if the last remark was meant as praise, a comment, a criticism, an insult, or a lament. Or all of the above. �Can I go see him now?�
�Of course! And don�t worry, he�s fine. I just finished feeding him chicken and vegetable porridge. He looks sad but handsome.�
A current of jealousy surged inside me. It should be me feeding Alex, not this fat, greedy bitch!
She winked at me. �See you later, and take good care of your little handsome!�
Once she wriggled her mahjong-table-wide bottom away from my sight, I got up and hurried to Alex�s room.
Alex was sitting up in bed with a lost expression. Then he spotted me, and a sad smile bloomed on his face while he made a gesture for me to sit next to him on the bed.
�Alex, how are you feeling?� I planted a kiss on his face as I lowered myself onto the bed.
He pointed to his lips. �What about here? They miss you, too, Lily.�
Immediately my mouth went to his. After lingering for moments, I detached myself, now worrying again. Alex�s kiss was definitely different�devoid of his usual abundant qi.
�Alex, tell me honestly, how do you feel?�
�Cold and a headache, otherwise OK.�
�Don�t worry, the doctor said you�ll be fine.�
�Hope so, since my plan to marry you still hasn�t changed.�
I smiled, then began to rub his hand. �How was breakfast?�
He rolled his eyes. �Horrible. The nurse treated me like I was her baby.�
�How so?�
�She kept blowing off steam from the porridge with her thick, wet lips before she fed me. I swear I saw her saliva shooting into the congee.�
�Then why didn�t you eat it by yourself?�
�Because she wouldn�t let me!�
I couldn�t help but chuckle. �Alex, she�s not treating you like her baby, but her boyfriend. She likes you. Excited, too. I bet you�re this hospital�s first Barbarian patient,� I teased. �What don�t you like about her? She�s young and lively, not bad looking, either.�
Alex made a face. �Are you kidding me, Lily? Have you lost your mind?� He paused, then said, �I don�t care whether she�s young or lively, old or ugly, pretty or horny. I only want you, Lily. If you still don�t get it by now.�
�Sorry, Alex, just kidding.�
He cupped my face and looked deeply into my eyes. �And thank you for saving my life, twice. How am I going to repay you in this life?�
�Alex, this time it�s the Japanese doctor who rescued you, not me.�
�Who�s this doctor?�
�Remember the guy who took pictures with a big camera? He was the one who held your head above water as he swam back to the shore.�
�Yes, I remember.�
Some silence, and Alex spoke again. �Sorry that I failed to retrieve Lop Nor�s necklace. I know it means a lot to you.�
�Alex, I feel guilty enough for your near drowning, so please don�t apologize again, ever.� Then I saw tears in his eyes. �You all right?�
�Lily, I made a promise to take very good care of you and protect you, but I failed. It turned out that you�re the one who�s been protecting me, twice. I�m so sorry�.�
�Alex, please. Accidents happen�. � I paused, then said, �Maybe it�s better that Lop Nor�s necklace is gone.�
�Why?�
�Because it�s reunited with him, where it belongs. I believe this is a sign telling me it�s time to let go of this tragedy.�
Alex nodded.
As I was leaning over to kiss him, a voice jolted me to a halt. �Hi. Morning.�
I turned and saw Akira Muramachi.
I introduced the two men and told Alex this was the person who had saved his life.
�Thank you for saving my life, doctor. I owe you.�
A warm smile rose on the Japanese�s deeply tanned face. I noticed his teeth were white and neat. I also noticed that jealousy was gradually spreading on my young lover�s face.
�Akira, please. And Alex, thank your girlfriend. She�s a brave woman. She was about to jump into the lake to save you had I not stopped her in time.�
Alex lifted my hand to his lips. �I know, I�m the lucky guy.�
Akira spoke again. �I�ve just come to check if you�re OK. I don�t trust hospitals in remote parts of China. May I?�
�Of course,� Alex and I said simultaneously.
He leaned close to examine Alex�s head. �Just want to make sure that they changed the bandage and that the wound is clean. You seem fine.�
After some pleasantries, Akira threw me a meaningful glance. �I think I should leave you two alone. Lily, you have my hotel phone number. So in case you guys need me for anything, just let me know.�
I took his hand and smiled gratefully. �Thanks, Akira, it�s very kind of you.�
Alex chimed in a loud, �Thank you again for saving my life, doctor.�
I watched Akira leave the room, then turned back to my young lover. �Alex, this man is your jiuming enren, life-saving noble man. But I didn�t hear much enthusiasm in your voice.�
�I�m sorry, Lily, I�m still not feeling well and I�m just not myself. Please forgive me. You think he dislikes me now?�
I took his hand and smiled. �Alex, are you jealous?�
Suddenly a strong current of qi surged in his voice. �What do you think? I have to be cautious. First Chris, then Lop Nor, and now this doctor photographer Akira!�
Now my lover talked like a boy whose favorite toys were being snatched away one by one. I burst out laughing.
He cast me an annoyed glance. �What�s so funny? Don�t make fun of me, I�m serious. Men like you too much!�
�Relax, Alex. You�re just so cute.�
�Maybe so are you in this doctor Amiba�s eyes.�
Knowing that he deliberately mispronounced Akira�s name, I burst out laughing again.

29
Return of the Parents

I spent the next two nights dozing off on the bench in the same corner of the small hospital. The following day in the afternoon, while I was watching Alex sleep, I heard a small commotion outside the hospital room. Wondering what was happening, I turned and saw Frank and Donna walking in with Plump. I immediately stood up to greet them. Donna shook my hand, hers cold as the Black Dragon Pond, but to my surprise, Frank pulled me to him and gave me a hug. Then they went to look at Alex.
An audience of curious hospital staff and patients had already assembled to gawk at the foreigners.
Plump waved them away with an authoritative air. �Go back to work or your beds. Don�t disturb our honorable guests!�
After the small gathering dispersed, I asked Plump, �How did you know to bring his parents here? You speak English?�
She giggled, looking very happy. �Miss, no English. Who else will they come for except your boyfriend who�s half ghost?� She lifted her hands. �Although I don�t speak English, I can use sign language!�
I smiled. �Right. Thank you.�
She winked. �You lucky girl! Handsome boyfriend and rich parents!� Then she went outside the room and closed the door.
Donna scrutinized her son for a moment before a suppressed scream shot out from her collagen-enhanced lips. �Oh, my God, his head is bandaged!�
Just then their son woke up, probably having heard the noise, and felt the annoyed qi from his mother.
Both parents took their turn to kiss Alex, then the father asked, �How are you feeling, son?�
Alex sat up, a tired yet big smile blooming on his sunken face. �Hi, Mom. Dad, I feel OK. Thanks for coming right away.�
�You�re our son, Alex,� both parents enthused.
Then their beloved son grabbed my hand and pressed it on his chest. �Lily has been caring for me the whole time, without her, I�� He stopped, too choked with emotion to continue.
I saw Donna�s face darken as Frank laid his thick palm on his son�s shoulder.
I stepped outside the room to let the trio enjoy their parents-and-son minireunion in privacy. A few minutes later when I re-entered the room, Frank announced his plan�to bring Alex back to New York right away so he could be treated at Columbia Medical Center in a private room by real nurses and world-leading specialists, instead of this dirty bed in a dingy, remote hospital.
Concern spread on Alex�s face. �Then what about Lily?�
Frank turned to me. �You can come with us if you want. We�ll pay for your ticket.�
I wondered if �paying for my ticket� was also a subtle suggestion that I was too poor for their son.
I smiled. �Thank you, but I need to stay here to finish a few things.�
Donna was frowning at me, and I was pretty sure she was dying to ask me what the hell was I doing in China all by myself. I pretended not to notice her questioning glance in the hope of discouraging her itchy tongue from wagging�or slashing. I guessed she was relieved that I�d turned down Frank�s offer to go back with them.
Although Alex clearly did not want to leave me behind, in his present state, he seemed to have lost his power to insist otherwise.
That evening, I went back with Alex�s parents to stay at the Welcome Guest Hotel. I was not eager to accept their seeming generosity, but I did not think I could take yet another night sleeping on a hospital bench. I wanted to be with Alex, but at that moment what I needed most was to restore my depleted qi with a comfortable bed, a hot bath, and something satisfying to eat.

Early next morning, Frank told me that he�d booked tickets the night before and that they would be leaving in the afternoon. After breakfast we took a car together to the hospital to pick up Alex.
An hour later when we arrived at the Urumqi airport, I was upset to see that the parents had arranged a wheelchair for their son. Maybe it was the right thing to do, because Alex did look weak and tired. But it was heartbreaking to see my young lover looking like an invalid. Worse, Donna insisted that she push the wheelchair all the way inside the lobby�to show off her motherly love to compete with my romantic one.
Inside, the four of us waited anxiously with other passengers who were chatting, reading newspapers, smoking, or bickering.
As I was about to talk to Alex, Donna signaled me to step aside to a quiet corner. Under the airport�s ghostly fluorescent light, her cosmetic-surgery-enhanced face looked drawn and harsh.
I blurted out a question before she had a chance to spill hers. �Donna, I think Alex is fine, so why a wheelchair?�
She gave me a cold stare. �Alex is not fine. He might have a concussion, and things might get complicated. I�m his mother and I�m concerned.�
�And so am I, Donna.�
This statement seemed to have greatly offended her. �Lily, I�m going to be blunt. I think you must leave Alex alone. You have caused him enough harm already.�
My cheeks felt hot. I shot back, �What do you mean to leave Alex alone?� and saw disgust rising in her dead blue eyes like those of a gutted fish.
�You know what I mean.�
�Sorry, but I don�t. I was the one with Alex the whole time during the accident and after, not you or your ex-husband. If I�d listened to your advice and left him alone, you wouldn�t be so lucky as to see your son alive today. Besides, Alex is the one who won�t leave me alone, not the other way around. Ask him.�
�But it was because of you that he ended up in this horrible accident.�
�Did I put a gun to his head to make him come to China?�
�I don�t know what you did, but right now my son is certainly bewitched. I�m sure it�s just a moment�s infatuation for an older woman.�
With her beaconlike eyes, she surveyed me from head to toe and then back up. In my T-shirt and worn blue jeans, with hair piled up loosely on my head and no makeup, I must have looked�if not ugly�downright poverty-smelling-plain. My hand moved involuntarily to smooth my hair.
Now her tone softened a notch. �Lily, you�ve taken enough of him. Please give me back my son.�
I heard my voice climbing in the air. �Donna, I think this is for Alex to decide. Not you or Frank.�
�He�s still a child. He doesn�t know what�s best for him!�
A young Chinese couple turned to stare at us, then whispered to each other. I shot them a dirty look and they hurried away.
In fact, Donna was the real target of my menacing look. I just used the couple as substitutes to show her that, though I might not have money, I was not to be bullied.
�Donna, you�re wrong. Alex is quite sure of what he wants.� My voice adamantly remained in a high register to match hers.
�He�s only twenty-one. Don�t you know that a twenty-one-year-old�s mind changes like the weather?� She paused to scrutinize me again. �Pretty soon it will be someone else for him. So please don�t try to find him after he�s back in the U.S. with us. Just leave him alone.�
I blurted out, �Donna, do you really love Alex or is it just a show?�
She looked�or feigned�shock. �What a question! Of course I love him. He�s my son, for God�s sake!�
�All right, but you have a strange way of loving someone.� I sighed and walked back to Alex and Frank, my heartbeat accelerating, followed by Donna�s clicking high heels.
I bent to kiss him. �You OK, Alex? You comfortable in the wheelchair?�
�I don�t know. I�m tired and not feeling well.� Alex grabbed my hand and buried his face in my palm. �Come back to me soon. Don�t make me wait.�
I smiled while Donna cast us a disgusted how-can-you-two-bea-match look. Frank was quietly smoking his cigarette, looking out at the runway through a glass door, pretending not to see or hear anything.
Just then a loud male voice blasted through the airport�s PA system:
�China Southern Air 208 will be boarding soon. Passengers on this flight please proceed to gate number eight.�
Three pairs of feet and the four wheels dragged nervously to the gate where the parents and son showed their passports and boarding passes.
Frank extinguished his cigarette and extended his hand. �Lily, thanks so much for taking care of Alex. Hope to see you again sometime in the future.�
After that, he pulled me to him for a bear hug.
Reluctantly, Donna also extended her bony, perfectly manicured, witchlike hand, �Good-bye, Lily, and thanks,� followed by a ghost hug.
�Good-bye and take care,� I said to the couple, then bent down to kiss Alex again, this time on his lips, lingering despite the flames shooting from his mother�s eyes.
Several heads turned to watch us. Two teenage girls held hands and giggled.
Alex looked up at me. �Please come back as soon as you can. I�ll miss you.�
�I will.� But I really had no idea how much longer I needed to stay in China before I could go back.
And then they were gone.

When I finally arrived back in my little cottage, I plunged onto my bed and cried my heart out. Now it seemed that just as I�d finally found someone I truly cared for, he had slipped away from my grasp like fish through a torn net.
For several days I couldn�t focus and cried much of the time, missing Alex terribly. Then one day I walked two miles to the post office to call the U.S., but no matter how hard the operator tried, the phone line just refused to cross the Pacific Ocean to reach New York. Alex must be in a hospital, being treated with million-dollar equipment surrounded by renowned, white-coated doctors and waited on hand and foot by a procession of pretty, flirtatious, and suffocatingly nurturing nurses. I was very tempted to book a flight back to New York to smash the equipment, shove off the doctors, push away the nurses, and pull Alex into my arms.
But of course this was merely fantasy. My urgent task at the moment was to fly to Beijing to settle everything with Attorney Lo and Mindy Madison so I could collect the money. Laozi said, �More things are spoiled at the end than in the beginning,� so there was no room for more mistakes, let alone romantic distractions. I also told myself that I was worn down and needed to eat better, maybe slaughtering a fat chicken or gutting a fish to cook myself a delectable, nutritious meal.
After two more days� rest, I finally felt ready for the grand finale of my journey while trying to ignore my heart�s longing for Alex. Deep down I feared that Donna could be right, that her son�s love for an older woman was just a moment�s infatuation.

PART FOUR
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Mindy Madison

It took me three whole days to organize myself to pack and be ready to leave�this time for good. Two days before, I went to Keku�s house to inform her of my departure.
�Aiiya.� She widened her eyes. �How come so fast?�
�Keku, I�ve been here for almost six months now. It really is time for me to go home.�
�Then when come back, soon?�
�Hmm� I�ll try.� In fact, I didn�t think I�d ever come back, but had no heart to say so to those longing eyes.
Just then Mito came in and tugged at my shirt, then extended his hands, his palms two miniature basins waiting to be filled. Smiling down at this child who seemed to have stepped right out of a fairy tale, I placed a bag of candies on one palm and a plastic car on the other. He shrieked with pleasure, popping a candy in his mouth with one hand while grasping his trophy with the other.
Keku looked at her son affectionately, then turned back to me. �Please come back and play more with Mito. He loves you.�
�I love Mito, too,� I said, then stooped to touch the child�s angelic face. �Mito, will you miss me?�
To my shock, he shook his head.
Keku immediately came to my rescue. �Miss Lin, remember, he doesn�t understand Chinese.� Then she translated for her son. After that, Mito nodded his head like a pestle pounding on a mortar.
I laughed.
A few seconds passed and Keku shot me a chiding glance. �Aiiya, Miss Lin, now you�ve spoiled rotten Mito. What am I going to do after you�ve left?�
I smiled. �Then spoil him more.�
�With what?�
I sighed. �Sorry, Keku, but I can�t stay here forever.�
�I know, I know. Aiiya, very lonely after you�ve gone.�
�Keku, you have your women friends.�
She leaned close to me. �Miss Lin, you spoil me rotten, too. You are so smart, so now I only like talk to you. They stupid, no interest.� She winked. �But don�t tell them!�
We both laughed.

The morning of departure, Keku and her husband, Abu, helped to load my belongings into the waiting taxi. Mito helped by just standing there hanging onto the hem of his mother�s dress and looking as cute as a little Buddha. Other villagers gathered around to watch. I thanked the Uyghur couple and Keku�s woman friends, hugged and kissed Mito, waved to all, then climbed inside the waiting vehicle.
The driver inserted the key into the ignition and the car started to move. Looking back at the tiny village and the waving crowd, I felt my heart swell with emotions so complicated that I had no words to describe them. This was the place I�d spent the most exciting, memorable months of my life. The place where I fell in love with a man eight years my junior and where we made love on the singing golden sand, silently watched and approved by heaven above and earth below. The place where I had created a little home for myself, where I learned about Lop Nor, a good man to whom bad things happened, where I befriended Keku and Mito, now almost like a sister and a nephew�.
When the crowd was receding from my sight, suddenly I saw a small child push aside the others, run after the car, and cry hysterically.
I stuck my head out of the window, waving and screaming, �Mito! Mito!�
But the vehicle lunged forward like a leopard. Tears coursed down my cheeks as Mito, waving wildly, was lifted up by his father and everyone else vanished from sight like a mirage�.
I wiped my tears as a sigh escaped between my lips. A few years from now this would all seem but a distant dream. Even if I did have the chance to come back, would these people still be here? As a young man, would Mito still remember the Chinese woman who�d doted on him like his own mother when he was a small child? I turned my eyes forward as I hardened my spirit for the journey ahead.

Since by now I�d become used to being on my own, I�d developed swift hands and a quick mind. So in the space of six hours, I accomplished all�taking the train to Urumqi, the plane to Beijing, and a taxi to the city; checking into a one-hundred-renminbi-a-day hotel near Wangfu Jing, which was situated pretty much at the center of everything; and settling into my room.
Sitting on the bed, I pulled out my wad of bills from my purse and counted�fifteen thousand and fifty-five plus change. I was happily relieved that I still had so much left. Now I felt entitled to watch TV, eat all my favorite dishes in the hotel restaurant, and lie in bed for one, or even two, days before I made an appointment with the lawyer Lo.
I went to the bathroom for a shower, humming happily when the hot water kissed my bare skin. After that, I wrapped my body in a thick towel, sat down on the sofa, and turned on the TV�a luxury I had been deprived of since my arrival in China (the one with the snowing screen didn�t count). Although a syrupy, tear-jerking soap opera was on, I ignored my brain�s better judgment and left my eyes glued to the screen till its very end.
Afterward, I hated myself for having wasted time.
As I was feeling anxious and lonely, Alex�s image appeared in my mind. Would I see him again soon, or not for a very long time? I had no idea. It all depended on how long, or complicated, my meetings with the lawyer and my aunt would be. I put on my dress, then went down to reception and asked the girl at the counter to dial Alex�s apartment in New York.
After many tries, she told me that there was no answer.
Then I remembered another number Alex had given me and handed it to the girl. But I had no idea if it was Donna�s or Frank�s where each lived with their new spouse.
After ten minutes, the call finally went through and the receptionist handed me the receiver.
�Hello?�
It was a woman�s voice, but to my relief not Donna�s. After I told her who I was and that I wanted to talk to Alex, she spoke in accented English. �Miss Lin, Alex�s parents asked me if you call, tell you not to worry about their son. He will be fine.�
�What do you mean that he will be fine? Is he still sick or not?�
�I don�t know.�
�All right, thanks. May I know whom I�m talking to?�
�Maria, the housekeeper.�
I knew it was futile to ask, but I did anyway. �Maria, where am I calling now?�
�Mrs. Donna Adler�s apartment.�
�Thanks. Is she there? Can I talk to her?�
�No, she�s away.�
I knew she was told not to give me more information about Alex. �All right, thanks a lot, Maria. If you have a chance to see Alex, please tell him I called and that I�ll contact him again. Also, tell him not to worry about me, I�m fine.�
�I will.�
After I hung up, I was left feeling uneasy. Was Alex OK? Maria was so evasive that I actually had no idea about his status. Back in my room, I wrote a letter to Alex, then went back down to the lobby and dropped it into the mailbox. I was worried but could think of nothing more I could do to reach him. So I tried to focus entirely on completing my tasks and getting my three million dollars.
* * *
The next morning, feeling tired and empty inside, I went down to the hotel restaurant and devoured a big breakfast of congee, pickled vegetables, salted egg, peanuts, steamed pork buns, and hot tea. After that, I went back to my room, took up my journal, and wrote for a while, then worked on organizing the pictures taken during the trip. I caressed Alex�s face and hair on the glossy photos, feeling sad. Then I lay back on the bed and drifted in and out of sleep.
When I woke up, it was already six-thirty in the evening. I was hungry again, so I called room service and ordered drunken chicken, steamed fish with ginger and scallion, and Tsingtao beer. I couldn�t eat so much, but I wanted to feel abundant and spoiled, since now Alex was no longer there to spoil me.
After dinner, I started to imagine all the possible scenarios of my upcoming meeting with Lo and Mindy Madison. I�d come this far, but when I thought about it, the whole thing still seemed extremely strange. What if it was a scam�maybe my �aunt� didn�t even exist and I would never get my three million dollars.

Two days later in the afternoon, I was in the law firm sitting across from Mr. Lo, Mindy Madison�s lawyer, whom I�d met when I�d first arrived in Beijing six months ago. Like last time, Lo spoke the obligatory meaningless greetings in his cold, officious lawyerly tone. Then I gave him my journals documented with my routes, descriptions of my deeds, and pictures. After that, with no further ado, he plunged into business.
�Miss Lin, it�ll take me some time to read the accounts of your journey before I present them to Miss Madison. After all necessary verifications, we�ll proceed to the next step, and your meeting with her will be arranged accordingly. Please wait for my call at the hotel, and I will come pick you up and take you to see her.�
�Actually, I thought I�d be meeting her today.�
�I�ll let you know when it�s the appropriate time to see Miss Madison.� His tone was quite definite and his expression ominous.
What else could I do but agree?
* * *
Two days later, Mr. Lo called and told me that a meeting with Mindy Madison had been arranged for early afternoon. When I asked where, his answer was an annoying, �You�ll find out soon enough.�
To my surprise, the car took us outside Beijing city into an area I did not recognize. I wondered, was my aunt so rich that she lived in a villa in the suburbs? I tried to probe, but Lo stubbornly evaded my questions. Totally absorbed in reading my journal and stacks of other documents, he ignored my efforts to make conversation, polite or otherwise.
Almost two hours later, the car finally pulled to a stop in front of an immense, dilapidated gray building that did not at all resemble a luxury villa. We got out and I followed Lo for five minutes before we reached the building, in front of which, to my surprise, stood several scowling guards. We walked between two uniformed men holding submachine guns and found ourselves in a cavernous lobby. Here we were asked to show our identity documents. I noticed that when Lo handed over his identity card there was an envelope that disappeared quickly as the guard took his papers.
It was then that I realized what this place was.
A prison.
I turned to Lo, my voice shrill and frightened. �Why did you take me here?! I want to leave!�
He put his hand under my elbow and gave it a hard squeeze. �Calm down, Miss Lin, I�m taking you where you need to go.�
�What do I have to do with a prison?�
�This is where Miss Madison lives.�
�What?!�
The guard, tall with a pockmarked face, cast me a threatening look. �Lower your voice!�
The guard led us to a desk, where another guard asked us to write down our names, the name of the person we were there to see, and the time of visit. Judging from Lo�s ease in dealing with the guards, I figured he must be a frequent visitor. One who was generous with hundred-renminbi bills, cigarettes, liquor. Next, a third guard led us along to a dim, seemingly endless corridor lined with dingy cells inhabited by lifeless, ghostlike prisoners. A few went up to the bars to stare at us with dead fish eyes. What crimes had these people committed, I wondered as my wobbly feet followed Lo�s down this passage through hell.
Finally Lo and the guard stopped at a cell, and the guard called out, �Hey, you have a visitor!� Then he lifted a heavy bunch of keys clattering in a big metal ring, picked one out, opened the gate, and let us in. After quickly slamming the door behind us with a loud bang, he walked away.
The cell had a small window high in the wall, as if heaven were winking at hell. A woman was sitting on a cot next to a stained toilet, her emaciated face void of emotion. Lo signaled for me to sit down on a stool across from her, then sat himself.
He and the woman exchanged nods. The prisoner and I scrutinized each other like two hungry beasts wanting to tear each other apart but unable to decide if it was a good idea.
Finally Lo broke the silence. �Miss Madison, there�s not a lot of time, so please talk to Miss Lily Lin.�
She didn�t respond. Her eyes, round and hollow in her ghastly face, now studied me in a different way�like a mother her firstborn.
A long, awkward silence fell over the tiny cell.
It was the first time I realized talking could be so daunting.
Or silence.
The lawyer turned to me. �Miss Lin, why don�t you talk first.�
I studied this Mindy Madison, my supposed aunt, who was so emaciated that she resembled an anorexic mummy. The only feature that brought her back to life from mummyhood was her large, haunting eyes�tinted windows through which horror stories were desperately waiting to spill. Besides weight, she had also lost hair, for I could see large bald spots on her scalp. Her body, beneath her loose, gray prison outfit, seemed to have forgotten its claim to exist. Dark and bony like a black chicken�s claws, her fingers were nervously wringing a dirty rag.
I could only say that this barely human visage must have witnessed shocking mysteries, horrible nightmares, unspeakable sufferings.
I leaned close to Lo and whispered, �So she�s my aunt?�
She looked so far beyond normal that I couldn�t even tell if she was Chinese, especially with her foreign last name. She might have been British, American, Italian, Uyghur, or Mongol for all I could tell.
I clicked my tongue nervously in the smelly, suffocating prison air. �How do I know she�s even related to me, let alone that she�s my aunt?�
Lo cast me a dirty look. �Miss Lin, show some respect here.�
I answered in a heated whisper. �But to whom? I don�t even know her!�
�To your mother.�
This time I tittered nervously like a bad comedian. �You mean� my aunt?� I asked, feeling completely confused�and very scared. What the hell was going on here?
�Miss Madison is your mother.�
�No, she�s not. My mother died two years ago.� I tried my best not to lose my focus.
�Your mother is now right in front of your eyes.�
�What do you mean, and what the hell is all this about?!� Now I tried not to lose my mind.
Total silence.
Suddenly the lips moved on the mask of death. �I am your mother.�
My heart almost shot out from my mouth. It took a few seconds before I could gather myself to respond. �Please, lady, don�t be ridiculous. I don�t know who you are. I�m not even sure if you�re really my aunt. My mother never mentioned one in her entire life!�
Ignoring my rude, vehement exclamation, she reached to touch my hand.
My hand jumped back like a big dog scratched by a small cat. �How dare you!�
�You used to like it when you were very little.�
�Damn you!� I yelled, then turned to Lo. �Can you explain what this is all about? Or I�ll leave right now!�
The ghost woman wiped away a tear.
Her lawyer waved a hand. �Then listen.�
�I�m waiting. Go ahead.�
�Mindy Madison, or Cai Mindi, and your mother, Cai Mayfong, are sisters�.�
�No, they are not! My mother didn�t have a sister!� Now I really felt I was losing my sanity. Was I in a prison�or a mental hospital?
He cast me a stern look. �Calm down and listen, will you?�
I pointed at the resurrected mummy. �If she really is my aunt, or my mother as you two claim, then why don�t you let her tell her story?�
Lo cast a worried look at Madison. �Your mother is not feeling well today, so I�ll do the talking.�
�Then why don�t we end this meeting now?�
�Because time is running out.�
�All right, then go on and tell me what you have to lie about.�
�I�m a lawyer. I only tell truths.�
I had to bite my lip hard to prevent myself, even in that grim setting, from bursting out laughing and kicking my legs like a demented woman. Everyone knows lawyers are experts in twisting or hiding the truth, not in telling it.
Lo ignored my sarcastic expression. �I�ll make it brief today. And I�ll arrange another meeting when Miss Madison is feeling better so she can tell you everything in detail herself. Then you�ll understand what�s happening and your role in this trip as well as in your mother�s life. All right, Miss Lin��Lo took a deep breath��you ready for this?�
�For what? Anyway, do I have a choice?�
He cleared his throat. �Your mother, Mindy Madison, is here waiting to be executed in two months.�
My heart almost dropped to the floor with a sharp thud as a loud �What!� shot out from my mouth. �What did she do, murder someone?�
Lo shook his head. �She smuggled art out of China.�
�That gets the death penalty?�
�Yes, when national treasures are involved. But I�ll leave it for Miss Madison to explain at your next meeting. Anyway, now not only is she awaiting her death by execution but also from advanced ovarian cancer.�
I didn�t even have the courage to look in Mindy Madison�s direction. I couldn�t imagine that this frail woman, or any woman, should deserve this most severe punishment, whatever the crime, let alone to be executed with cancer ravaging her body. And it would be death by what? A bullet in the head, electric chair, lethal injection, hanging�. I shut my eyes to ward off the horrible scenarios.
Lo spoke again. �Miss Lin, you�re the only one who can help your mother.�
�No, I don�t have a mother who�s a death row criminal. My mother is dead, period!�
Lo�s look was penetrating to the point of scary. �Miss Lin, let me reiterate, Mindy Madison, or Cai Mindi, is your mother, and your deceased mother, Cai Mayfong, was your aunt.�
I shook my head.
�These are facts.�
�Then prove it.�
�I will do that, later.� His tone softened a bit. �You�re entitled to know the truth of your life, which has been buried for so many years.�
I pointed an accusatory finger at the lawyer, then the death mask. �If the truth is that she�s my mother, then I�d rather not be enlightened to it.�
�But you have no choice.�
�How�s that?�
�Because only a daughter�s compassion can save her mother�s life.�
Big tears rolled down from Madison�s eyes. She wiped them off with her filthy cloth.
I thought of the sufferings my mother had to endure her whole life, and my heart softened. But my voice came out unintentionally sarcastic. �Then tell me how, since I�m neither a government official nor a doctor.�
�We are still appealing the case and therefore need more time for Miss Madison to regain her strength to fight. That�s why you were asked to get the special snow lotus from the Mountains of Heaven. This herb is your mother�s last hope. Even if it can�t cure her fatal disease, then at least it may boost her energy so she�ll have some time for you, her daughter.�
Feeling a splitting headache coming on and not having enough energy left to resist, I said dejectedly, �All right. What else can I do?�
�Be nice to your mother.�
Just then the guard returned and opened the cell door, motioning us to leave.
Madison�s sobbing was the only sound I could hear as Lo and I walked away from her cell.
Inside the car, I asked, �Mr. Lo, do you have any proof that Mindy Madison is indeed my mother?�
�Absolutely, � he said with such confidence that my heart sank to the bottom of the Black Dragon Pond.
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My Mother, Both Dead and Alive

The next day I returned to Lo�s office where, as promised, Lo gave me my birth certificate. The space next to �mother� read: Cai Mindi. Mindi was almost the same as Mindy, and Cai was my mother�s family name, and she was Mayfong. But why had this woman changed from her Chinese name Cai Mindi to Mindy Madison?
Lo said, �Cai Mindi was briefly married to an Englishman�one of her admirers and overseas art contacts�so she could move out of the country when she�d learned that the government was starting to crack down on art smugglers. She�d hoped that her new, foreign name would prevent the government from finding out her true identity. But obviously it didn�t work.�
�What happened to her foreign husband?�
�Miss Madison only used him to change her name, and to help smuggle art to Europe. So after he went back to London, she divorced him.�
This weak, dying ghost woman certainly didn�t look as if she�d once had another incarnation as a cunning femme fatale. Then I suddenly realized why my mother had never shown me my birth certificate. All I�d ever seen was my Hong Kong Identity Card.
As a teenager, when I�d have big, hormonal fights with her, I�d scream, �I wish you were not my mother!� or even �I wish you were dead!� Now finally I was being punished by the bizarre karma of �Be careful what you wish for.�
I sighed. �Mr. Lo, what am I supposed to do now?�
�It was your mother�s wish to reunite with you and atone for what she did before she dies. Maybe she shouldn�t have lied to get you to come back, but she had no other way.�
�Did you just say she lied? Then is she really my mother or not?�
�Hmm�� He had the expression of an animal trapped between a cliff and a rifle-wielding hunter.
�Answer me, please!�
�Of course Mindy Madison, or Cai Mindi, is your mother. What I mean is, there�s no money left for you to collect.�
I felt blood rushing to my head. �I�ve been waiting for you to tell me when I�ll get paid. So now, what do you mean, there�s no money left to collect?�
�The statement is self-explanatory.�
My voice shot up to the ceiling as my heart dropped on the floor. �You mean that I won�t be paid! That I risked my life for nothing! But it was written in the legal document!�
�Legal document or not, there is no money.�
�You serious?�
He nodded. �Calm down, Miss Lin. The money did exist once, but it was all confiscated.�
I should have never trusted anyone in China, and maybe should have discussed this with Chris, who was much smarter in money matters than me.
�Then how did she have the fifty thousand to pay me?�
�The fifty thousand was nearly all she had left. The rest was used to pay for better treatment in prison�much can be arranged, if your wallet is as bloated as a glutton�s stomach. �
I scoffed. �Three million. Oh, God� and I did that for nothing?!�
�No, not for nothing. You got paid fifty thousand, you reunited with your mother, and maybe you can even save her life.�
I felt too dejected to say anything.
�Today you can ask her as many questions as you wish and stay as long as you want. My advice is, forget the money. The most urgent thing is to clear your mother�s name so she won�t be executed.�
�But how can I do that?�
�I�ve already asked experts to verify the Diamond Sutra and Gold Buddha you put back in the Turpan Museum. Once they�re proved authentic, the accusation of theft will be dropped.�
�But don�t they know that the fakes had been sitting in the museum for a long time?�
�They only care about having the real ones back and don�t want to lose face by telling the whole world that the treasures were stolen right from under their eyes. Did you bring the fakes you exchanged?�
I nodded, fishing them out from my backpack and handing them to Lo.
He studied the two objects for a few moments. �I�ll destroy these so there�s no evidence they ever existed.�
�Destroy? Please don�t! Can�t I keep them?� Fake or not, they were beautiful pieces, and I�d gone through a lot to get them�the mountain path with no stairs, the hanging-upside-down-lotus, my sane performance of insanity to trick Floating Cloud.
Lo laughed. �Don�t even think about it. Now give me the piece of clay you scraped from the terracotta soldier and the herbs.�
I handed them over. When he was staring at the clay, I asked, �What�s the use of this tiny bit of dirt?�
Lo cast me a chiding glance. �This is enough to prove the soldier is a fake and that Miss Madison didn�t, nor have any intention to, steal it in the first place. So, after the clay is proven fake and the two museum pieces genuine, the government will not detain her anymore, let alone execute her.�
Next, Lo, to my surprise, not only examined the snow lotuses but also rubbed them against his nose and sniffed them with great affection. �You have no idea how important this is for your mother. Snow Lotus is the number one Chinese herb to cure cancer and prolong life. If she can be released from prison and recover, it�ll be a happy ending.�
Happy ending? Definitely not for me, three million dollars poorer than I�d expected to be.
He gave me a stern look. �So my advice is, be loving to your mother. That�s the reason you were told to read the Filial Piety Classic at the Stele Forest at the start of your trip�to remind you to be filial.�
Oh� that�s the reason. But I was filial to my mother, the one who had raised me in Hong Kong. Now my head was spinning at these revelations, and I felt too confused to argue.

The next day, Lo arranged a car to take us to the prison. Again he led me into the hellish institution and went through all the procedures with me, but after that, he took his leave.
�You�re not coming with me?�
�No. Today it�s your private meeting with Miss Madison. I�ll be waiting in the car.� He handed me a thermos he�d been carrying. �This is the snow lotus decoction for your mother. Make sure she drinks it all.�
Today Mindy Madison still looked weak but seemingly in slightly better spirits. I realized how I must seem to her eyes�suspicious, cold, heartless, stubborn. But could I be blamed? I had to deal with a stranger who not only plummeted into my life as my newly revealed mother but also was a cancer victim, a criminal, a death row prisoner�and whose mess I was now supposed to clean up.
Madison�s haunting eyes, hollow in her paper-white face, stared at me like a famished child�s. My heart sank. I�d never seen anyone so pale. It was clear that her blood, her qi, and her soul itself were all draining fast as she was about to pass from this body and this life to the next.
I handed her the thermos. �Mr. Lo said for you to drink all of it.�
She took it, poured the liquid into a filthy plastic cup, and faithfully downed its contents in long, noisy sips.
After that, she reached to hold my hand, and this time I let her. That was the least I could do for a person approaching the end of this journey. So I was willing to let her absorb my life�s vibrancy and my body�s warmth as she was losing hers.
�I know it�s difficult for you to accept me as your mother,� she said in her smoke-thin voice.
I avoided her hungry-ghost gaze as I felt her hand icy cold like that of a skeleton in a medical lab. �But you are not my mother.�
�I understand your feelings. Maybe emotionally I�m not, but by flesh and blood I am.�
�If flesh and blood mean so much to you, then why did you abandon me?� I asked, withdrawing my hand.
�I didn�t abandon you. I chose someone I trusted and loved to care for you, but my sister, Cai Mayfong, violated that trust. I�m very, very sorry, my daughter.�
�Daughter? Since when did you carry out your motherly duty? And why this meeting? What more do you want to say except sorry and more sorry?�
�Please, Lily, I beg you, don�t act so antagonistic. I�m a dying woman who wants to right the greatest wrong she ever did. Time is slipping through my fingers as they numbly count my remaining days. I don�t have long. So, can you forgive me?�
It took some moments before I reluctantly nodded, just for the sake of getting this over with. �All right, then, why don�t you explain how and why you let your sister raise me.� Despite the deepened pain on her face, I could not stop myself from being mean.
She went on. �As you know, Mayfong was older than me. In 1964, she managed to get into Hong Kong, then saved up the money to pay a snakehead to bring me in a year later. When I arrived, I realized that she had a relationship with a much older man who paid for her living and actually lent her money to bring me in.
�The old man did not visit often, having to divide his time with his wife and children. But soon after my arrival, he announced his intention to take both Mayfong and me as wives number two and three. I was shocked by this ridiculous proposal, and even more so by my sister�s consent and her urging me to do the same.
�From that day on, our relationship cooled. Mayfong warned me that if I turned down the old man�s proposal, she�d lose favor with him and we�d be in financial trouble. I was so unhappy that I cried most of the nights. Though I�d never told my sister, I had hoped that Wang Jin, my lover in Beijing, would be able to join me in Hong Kong.
�Two months later, as I tried to focus on my new job of weaving wigs in a factory, Wang Jin came to Hong Kong. He had started a business smuggling art and wanted to make contacts to sell it in the British Colony. For a week, I told my boss I was sick so I could stay with Wang Jin in a motel. Because Mayfong disliked him, I lied to her that I had to work overtime and would stay overnight at the factory that week.
�That was the happiest time of my life. But my happiness was short-lived. A week after Wang Jin�s departure, I was waiting for my sister to come home for dinner when the old man arrived without prior notice. Seeing that I was alone in the apartment, he forced me to have sex with him.�
�I�m sorry�. What did your sister say about this?�
�I never told her.�
�No? Why not?�
�Hai, you�re so na�ve, my daughter. You think I can just blast to her face that her sugar daddy raped me?�
�But that�s the truth!�
She sighed. �Sometimes it�s better not to learn the truth. Anyway, Mayfong might not have believed a single word I said and thought I was the one who�d seduced him. So I swallowed the pain like bitter melon and kept my mouth shut.�
Slowly I tried to let Madison�s words sink in. How much was truth and how much was made up? Human nature can be so ugly and human relationships so complicated. Can�t one just live a simple, happy life without all the calculations and machinations?
Her smokelike voice rose again in the smelly cell. �Anyway, two months later I found out that I was pregnant��
�Then who�s the�?�
�I had no idea then. It was not until I was six months pregnant and could no longer hide it under loose clothes that I told Mayfong about my secret meetings with Wang Jin. As the Chinese say, �No good fortune ever arrives doubly and no misfortune singly.� Two weeks later I got the devastating news that Wang Jin was hospitalized for a liver infection.
�I wanted to go back to care for him and give birth to you. But Mayfong insisted that I stay to give birth in Hong Kong so she could tend to me. Then, before I could make up my mind, you came into this world three weeks early. This time Mayfong urged me to go back to take care of Wang Jin and leave you with her. So I went back to China, while not having the slightest idea that I�d never see you or Hong Kong again.�
�What happened?�
�I didn�t know that Mayfong had caught a venereal disease from the old man and was infertile. She persuaded me to go back to China so she could raise you as her own daughter.�
Was this stranger in front of me an authentic, shameless liar or my authentic, shameful mother? And what about my other mother, the one in Hong Kong, was she really that evil?
Madison�s voice rasped in the stale prison air, interrupting my musings.
�In China, I realized things were more complicated than I�d thought. Wang Jin begged me to stay to assist him in his art smuggling business. Since I couldn�t abandon him in the middle of his sickness, I promised.
�Years passed and we were making a lot of money. I would have gone back to Hong Kong, but my sister told me you had died from pneumonia. Though devastated, I didn�t know that this was just the beginning of my troubles�.�
I was shocked to hear of my Hong Kong mother�s cruel deception. But before I had a chance to ask any question, Madison rushed on. �One morning when Wang Jin was on his way to a meeting, he was run over by a car. The driver was never caught and none of the bystanders were willing to tell anything to the police. So it was ruled an accident. But I knew what had happened�he was murdered by one of his rivals.
�After Wang Jin died, I did not want to continue to smuggle, but Silk Road art was becoming fashionable and the money so great that I decided to take one last trip before all the art was taken by others. Then one day after I was back home in Beijing, four policemen burst into my apartment and arrested me. My trial lasted twenty minutes. I was convicted as a thief of national treasures�a traitor�and here I am.�
I wondered if all these tragedies�Wang Jin�s death and Mindy Madison�s imprisonment�were their bad karma from stealing and smuggling national treasures.
As if reading my mind, Madison said, �Wang Jin told me that when he first realized that the Westerners looted treasures from China, he was furious about it. But after learning how China neglected many of the treasures or let them be destroyed, he began to believe that they would be safer overseas. Of course he�d never imagine that someday he�d be murdered for protecting Chinese culture.�
Yes, of course, no prisoner ever thinks he or she is guilty�only unlucky. But I kept this thought to myself.
She sighed. �Now the only hope I have of not dying here is to prove that I didn�t steal the Diamond Sutra, the Gold Buddha, or the terracotta soldier.�
�That terracotta soldier is in the mausoleum, so how come it�s a fake?�
�The real one was stolen by a curator who replaced it with a fake. I know him personally. He was one of my many contacts.�
�Then how did the Diamond Sutra and the Gold Buddha end up in Floating Cloud�s temple?�
�Wang Jin had become obsessed with these two treasures and wanted to steal them but never drummed up a perfect plan. Then he was killed. So I decided to carry out his wish.�
�Even though security was lax, it must have been difficult. How did you do it?�
She chuckled, deepening her crows� feet like nets ready to ensnare me.
�To begin with, Floating Cloud is not really a monk. His real name is Chen Dong and he was a guard in the Turpan Museum. The museum hired him because he was accomplished in kung fu. I met him when I was visiting the museum to figure out how to get the Buddha and the sutra. I could tell by the way he looked at me that he found me attractive, so I made a point to talk to him each time I visited, and finally we went to bed. When I offered to share the money I made selling the treasures, he agreed right away.
�So one day, he stayed on after the museum had closed to visitors while I watched the front entrance. He then took out the treasures and replaced them with the fakes. I waited in front for a long time, but he never appeared. He must have gone out through a back entrance and left Turpan immediately.
�I wasn�t willing to give up, so after I returned to Beijing I asked around among smugglers and art dealers I knew. Because the art world is a small one and I had many contacts, I soon heard rumors that he was hiding in a remote temple. Now I knew that when he was young, his family, being too poor to feed him, had sent him to a temple in the Mountains of Heaven to live as a child monk. After he�d grown up, he left the temple and got the job at the museum. No one knew which temple he was hiding in, but I made a lucky guess and tracked him down.
�My plan was to seduce him, get him drunk, then take back the Diamond Sutra and the Gold Buddha. It wasn�t hard to seduce him again, even as a supposed monk�I don�t think he�d been with a woman for a long time. But as I felt complacent about my plan, I also underestimated his intelligence. Instead of getting drunk himself, he put something in my drink. When I woke up, I found myself no longer in the temple but lying and feeling disoriented on the lower slope of the mountain.�
�Then what happened?�
�Not long after I went back home, I was arrested. Someone, I am sure it was Chen Dong, had written an anonymous letter to the government about the theft and naming me as the culprit. You know the rest.�
�I�m sorry,� I said, trying to digest her strange explanations. Then I stared into her fathomless eyes. �Why did you ask me to repeat what you did? Couldn�t I have just stolen the treasures without seducing the monk?�
�Because you couldn�t possibly know he was Floating Cloud until you heard his sex mantra.�
How perverse. I didn�t mean only Madison, but also myself, since I�d willingly succumbed to her request�for three million dollars. �But who else could it be there besides Floating Cloud? The other is just a kid.�
�When I tracked him down, there were several monks in the temple,� she said, then picked up the plastic cup and drank the remaining snow lotus tea, her eyes avoiding mine.
Some silence passed before I asked, �Then what about the blind fortune-teller, why tell him nothing but lies?�
�Because if he really can perceive the truth, then he�d vehemently refute your lies, and in that case you�d learn about my real situation.�
How convoluted�truth and lies bouncing back and forth like ping-pong balls. �Why did you go to him in the first place?�
�When people�s lives stop making sense, all they can turn to is mysterious knowledge�metaphysics. After Wang Jin�s death and your supposed one, I was so desperate I thought of ending it all. But I visited Master Soaring Crane for guidance. His advice was that everyone needs to generate their own good karma and be their own bodhisattva.� Madison smoothed her scanty gray hair with her chopstick fingers. �That�s why I asked you to reclaim that clump of hair.�
�Ha!� I exclaimed. �So I risked my life visiting the Taklamakan Desert just for a clump of hair?�
�Because the hair now should be in the hands of nuns embroidering a Buddha image.�
This karmic drama was getting more and more weird. �How�s that?�
�It�s for merit, for my next life. Just like writing the sutra in one�s blood. When the nuns weave my hair into the Buddha, it will alleviate much bad karma that I have made for myself in this life.�
I stared at her semibald head. �That long, shiny hair is yours?�
She smiled dreamily. �Yes, Wang Jin used to really love my hair, which he referred to as my black waterfall. But it�s destroyed by cancer.�
�I�m sorry�. But why would you bury it in the Taklamakan?�
�That was a promise I made to Wang Jin. He always wanted to travel the Silk Road and enter the mysterious desert with me, but he died before he had the chance. On his deathbed, he urged me to go so he could see the places with me.�
�But he was dying!�
�I brought his ashes with me.�
�Oh�.�
�Since he liked the Taklamakan so much, I decided to bury some of his ashes there�together with my hair�that way, if when I died I could not be buried with him, then at least we�d be together. The rest of his ashes I carried home.�
I fell silent, trying to put together all the pieces of this Silk Road puzzle. So the �dust� that Alex and I had found inside the box and that he had thrown out was Wang Jin�s ashes! But of course I was not going to tell Madison that.
She patted the back of my hand. �Lily, just think of your trip as a valuable life experience and a bittersweet memory to savor during your old age. Something that money cannot buy.�
I laughed. �Sure, since there�s no money for me.� I thought for a while, then asked, �Are there any more things you want me to do?�
�Visit me often so we can make up for lost time.�
�You mean your time lost. I�ve been perfectly happy living my life in New York.�
�Sorry to drag you into this. But trust me, Lily, you won�t regret it. You�ll understand after I pass away.�
�Maybe you�ll live forever, as most cunning people do; they cheat death�.�
She cut me off and rushed on, seemingly trying to blurt out whatever had been stuck inside her throat for all these years. �My daughter, there is something I need to let you know before it�s too late.�
�What is it now? More unpaid services?�
She ignored my sarcasm, her voice urgent. �I didn�t have the heart to tell you earlier. You�re Wang Jin�s daughter, not the old man�s.�
I almost fainted at this declaration. I couldn�t believe that not only had this trip robbed me of my three million dollars, it robbed me of my parents, too. True, I had been given another pair, but I hadn�t really been looking to replace the ones I�d thought I had.
When I was about to protest, Madison turned to open a drawer, took out two large envelopes, and handed them to me. �Look at what�s inside when you are back in your hotel but bring them back to me.� She paused to take several deep breaths. �I�m tired now, otherwise I would tell you more about your real father. Maybe next time.�
Although I hated my father, suddenly learning about a new one was too much. Sometimes you can only bear so much truth. So I was relieved that she was too tired to tell me. �Yes, maybe next time. So why don�t you rest now.�
She stared deeply at me. �I want you to promise me that you will go to your father Wang Jin�s grave, to offer him respect and tell him that you�re his daughter.�
I didn�t respond.
�He�ll be ecstatic to see you.�
Hearing that, a chill crept into my bones.

Back at the hotel that evening, the first thing I did was tear open the envelope. It was a stack of letters from Wang Jin to Madison, all filled with love and admiration for her.
My dearest Mindi,
There is not one day that passes when I don�t think of you.
l always blame myself and sometimes even my country that we can�t give you a good future here so I hope you can find a better one in Hong Kong. I also feel terribly sorry that, as a university graduate, you have to work in a factory to weave hair for a pittance.
So I�m relieved to learn that your sister is with a rich man and that she�s been taking good care of you.
I don�t sleep well. I have so many goals to achieve and so much love for you that my heart always seems to be on the verge of bursting.
Please write to me often. Your letters are the only elixir in my life.
Love,
Jin

Wang Jin must have been strongly attracted by Madison�s bravery. A young woman who went in a tiny boat rocking on the Pearl River�s angry waves to Hong Kong, then made a living by working in a factory. So Madison really was brave, and maybe I had received some of that trait from her.
Then I opened the other envelope and found a stack of pictures.
The first one showed a very young and pretty Mindy Madison and an almond-eyed, high-nosed, and scholarly looking man.
I stared at the man. There was something familiar as his eyes stared back at me. Yet, of course, I had never seen him before. And then it hit me. I was almost a replica! Closer to him than the imitation Gold Buddha was to the original.
As he smiled at the camera, the corners of his lips, instead of lifting, drooped a little. I felt dizzy, realizing on a deep level that Wang Jin was really my father, for I had the same kind of smile.
A teardrop fell onto Wang Jin�s cheek, rendering him very sad, as if longing for Madison. Or for the daughter he�d never known existed. Though I was sure that Madison loved Wang Jin, too, judging by the intensity of his eyes, his passion exceeded hers.
I decided I must visit Wang Jin�s, or my father�s, grave.

32
Paying Respect at the Grave

The next day, the car arranged by Lo took us many miles outside the city of Beijing to a cemetery scattered with only a few graves.
Upon arrival, Lo turned to me. �Miss Lin, I�ll stay in the car so you have a private meeting with your father.� He pointed to the site in the distance. �It�s the seventh from the right; you�ll see his name on it.� Then he reached to the front seat and, to my surprise, handed me a bouquet of yellow chrysanthemums in a vase. �Here, take this and offer it to him.�
My cheeks felt hot. I had never thought of bringing anything to offer. I was embarrassed because paying respect to your ancestors is a big thing for Chinese. In Hong Kong, xiaozi xiansun, filial sons and virtuous grandsons, will bring all kinds of offerings imaginable, or unimaginable: yin money, gold and silver ingots, gold Rolexes, mansions, cars (Mercedes, BMW, Porsche), Louis Vuitton and Herm�s handbags�. But Chinese are practical and thrifty, too, so all of these offerings are paper imitations. When burned, the essences of these objects will ascend to heaven for the dead to enjoy.
For these filial rituals, the only real thing offered is food. Roast pig is a must. Others can include the deceased�s favorite dim sum, desserts, snacks, wine, tea, cigarettes. However, after the living have demonstrated their filial devotion and performed their obligatory kowtows, they are the ones who actually gulp down the food. No one will ever find out if the hungry ghosts actually got their shares. So giving respect to one�s ancestors is also an excuse to have yet another big, sumptuous meal.
I took the vase of flowers from Lo, stepped out from the car, and let my hesitant feet drag me toward the destined grave, welcomed by two not very cheerful lines posted on the gateway:
Today my body returns to the ancient earth.
Tomorrow exactly the same thing will happen to yours.

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven� I counted. �Voil�, here I am, Father,� I said to this dead man, someone who�d given me flesh and blood but whom I�d never met. On the gravestone was a black-rimmed photograph of a young man who stared back intensely with bespectacled eyes and a stern, edge-drooping smile. I imagined this black-and-white, one-dimensional man reaching out from his photo to touch me�a daughter he�d never known existed. My eyes moved down to read the inscription.
Wang Jin, 1940�1980
A life, lived with passion, cut short by an untimely death

I put the vase on the grave, half closed my eyes, and channeled my energy. Ten minutes later I felt hit by an emotion both raw and totally unexpected. Then I found myself muttering to the buried stranger despite myself.
�Father, here�s your daughter, Lily Lin, who comes to pay her respects. Although we never met, I believe we must be linked in spirit. A link that stretches between us, no matter what happens, and no matter where we are. Please, now that we�ve finally met, stay with me and guide me.
�I�m very sorry that we could not meet when you were in the flesh. But this was the will of heaven. Now I must move on and finish my tasks on this Red Dust before I see you someday in heaven. Thank you, whoever and wherever you are.�
I surprised myself speaking so intimately to someone I�d never met. With unsteady hands, I took out a handkerchief to wipe the dust from the grave, then pulled off the weeds surrounding it as tears flooded down my cheeks. Then, just as I was turning to leave, it started to rain. Big drops of water pelted down like beans, hitting me hard, almost hurting me. Mist formed a curtain, blurring the grave and the flowers; raindrops ran down Wang Jin�s picture as if he were crying with me. Just then, seemingly pushed by some invisible force, the vase was knocked over, crashed onto the ground, and shattered into myriad shards.
I cast one last look at the face that I imagined was struggling hard to talk to me but couldn�t utter a word. Soaking wet and legs trembling, I dashed back toward the waiting car.
Inside the vehicle, I was wiping my face with a tissue when Lo asked, �How�s your father?�
�Why do you talk about Wang Jin as if he still lives in the yang world?�
�Because that�s the way your mother likes to talk about him.�
�Is he really dead? Did he fake it and is actually hiding somewhere?�
�No, trust me, he�s as dead as the last Chinese emperor. Your mother has been waiting so long and so desperately to have a big family reunion that she tries to think of him as being alive.�
�Did they love each other that much?�
�Your mother is a very passionate woman. Her power to love and hate is like a giant�s breath.�
�Mr. Lo, how do you know so much about her?�
Lo didn�t respond but stared out of the window at the sobbing sky.

At Lo�s urging, I visited Mindy Madison almost every day. She was anxiously hoping to hear that her verdict had been annulled and her cancer in remission. Lo was working hard on both, preparing documents for the court and concocting for her the tea using the snow lotuses I�d brought back from the Mountains of Heaven, according to Lop Nor�s recipe.
During each of our conversations, Madison revealed something more about her life, her love for Wang Jin and her relationship with Mayfong, my Hong Kong mother implausibly turned into my aunt.
One day she showed me a picture of herself and my young mother holding a baby.
�See?� She pointed at the chubby face. �That�s you. Such a good baby. You rarely cried, always smiled, and slept through the night without fuss.�
Then she sighed heavily. �Hai, Lily, someday when you have children of your own, you�ll understand a mother�s love. And the pain when she�s not able to see and hold her dear one.�
She was right. I tried but couldn�t feel any love for any of my yet-to-be-born or never-to-have children.
Madison�s searching eyes bored deeply into mine. �My daughter, do you have a boyfriend?�
�Hmm� yes and no.�
�What do you mean?�
�Well, I have, or maybe had, two serious boyfriends. One has no future with me, while the other too much.�
�How�s that?�
�Because one is already married with a child and the other is much younger than I. Chris always says he�ll divorce his wife and marry me, but so far it�s just talk. Alex wants to marry me, but he�s eight years my junior, still a student, and has difficult parents who don�t approve of me.�
I went on to tell my on-and-off relationship with Chris, my traveling with Alex on the Silk Road, and some of my ex-boyfriends.
After I finished, Madison said, �Alex is the one. Go find him.�
�But he�s so much younger. Maybe he�ll get tired of me and take up with a girl his own age.�
�My daughter, you�re brave enough to undertake this arduous trip but not to marry someone just because he�s younger?�
Of course she was right, but I didn�t respond.
She asked, �Maybe you love this Chris more?�
�No. But I�m in debt since my parents died. Chris helps by buying me meals and paying for small things. I�m grateful for that. That�s why when I was offered this million-dollar trip, I jumped at it, thinking it�d be my big breakthrough before I turned thirty.�
�I�m sorry.�
�So am I.�
The long silence was awkward, so I changed the subject. �Tell me more about my mother and you.�
�You mean your aunt and me.�
I avoided her gaze and stared at her hands, wrinkled and twisted like a pair of week-old citrons.
�In China, I wrote many letters to Mayfong asking about you, but her answer was always just a line or two stating that you were growing fast and doing fine.
�Then one day out of the blue I got her letter announcing this horrible news�that you died from pneumonia. She warned me not to come back to Hong Kong for your funeral because the Hong Kong government had been vehemently tracking down illegal immigrants. After that, she never wrote again.�
I remained silent, shocked yet perversely fascinated by her incredible account of my dear mother�s cruelty and betrayal, which, like her, I�d never known existed.
�Then how did you suddenly know that I was alive to find me?�
�Last year I just happened to read your fake father�s�I mean old man�s�obituary in a newspaper. I was shocked to see that among the long list of his many offspring, your name was there but not framed in black�meaning that you were alive after all. I immediately asked Lo to locate you.�
It took me long moments to digest this real-life drama and the incomprehensible human heart. �It seems Lo does everything for you. You must pay him a lot.�
�Only in the beginning. Now he does it for free.�
�A lawyer, for free?�
She didn�t answer me, but picked up the manila envelope, pulled out some more pictures, and handed them to me. �Look at these.�
They all showed a young and pretty Mindy Madison posing with different men along different parts of the Silk Road.
The first picture showed her in hat and boots bestride a camel, her expression defiant and her two pigtails dangling. The second one showed her washing her long, shiny black hair by a pond in a ruined town�the one where Alex and I had located her hair�her white teeth gleaming under the sun and her tanned face smiling a heart-opening smile. She looked so healthy and ripe that I think any man would want to take a bite of her�a shoulder, an arm, a neck, a cheek. The third picture, to my surprise, was her posing in front of the Turpan Museum with Floating Cloud, or Chen Dong, looking quite unmonklike with a full head of hair.
I looked up and caught her gaze. �How many lovers did you have?�
�You mean had or have?�
�Have? What do you mean��
A faint smile glowed on her face. �Hmm� never mind.�
�You mean you still have a boyfriend now?�
�I can�t tell you now. Anyway, you�ll find out sooner or later.�
Her smile deepened, her tanned, wrinkled face like an old etching. �I was pretty, adventurous, and defiant, so I just attracted men like butterflies to flowers. My daughter, that�s the trait of mine that you have, so men also flock to you like bees to honey. As you know, Mayfong was just the opposite. She didn�t even have the courage to leave the house, let alone journey to the Silk Road or the Taklamakan.�
True, my mother�s whole life could be summed up by one big picture depicting her small frame fussing over windows, rooms, kitchens, toilets�hers as well as other people�s. I�d invited her many times to come to New York to see me, but her answer was always no, because the trip was too expensive and her work demanding and never-ending, blah, blah, blah�. I never understood what she feared would happen if the floors and toilets were left unscrubbed for just a few days. Would they overflow with excrement?
Hai, now I started to truly believe that Mindy Madison, or Cai Mindi, was indeed my mother. I also started to understand why my mother Cai Mayfong had worked so hard as if she actually enjoyed being miserable. Knowing what I now did, I wondered, did she make herself suffer to atone for her inconsolable guilt at taking me away from her sister?
My prison mother spoke, breaking my thought. �My only regret in life is that I don�t have much time with you. The other things don�t matter after all.�
�Don�t you regret that you stole all the treasures?�
�They were returned to where they belong. But you�ll be still be my daughter even after I die. I only wish I�d had you for longer, much longer.�
These words hit me so hard that tears rolled down my cheeks.
The strange woman who claimed to be, or was, my mother squeezed my hand. �Lily, I know you�ve suffered, but I�m sure you�ll be rewarded for your good deeds.�
�What good deeds? I just did it for the money, which I won�t even get.�
�No, you didn�t do it just for the money, but for the love of adventure. You aspire to be somebody, and you will be someday.�
�How? Are you a clairvoyant now?�
�I�m not, but the blind fortune-teller is. Isn�t that what he predicted, that you�ll be famous someday?�
�Yes, he did say that.�
�See?�
�But, Ma�.� I stopped in midsentence, realizing I�d just called this strange woman Ma!
�Go on, my daughter, don�t be embarrassed to call your own mother that. It�s just natural.�
What was wrong with me? This woman, whom I�d known less than a week, seemed to possess the power to scramble up my brain. Had she bewitched me somehow? But I again blurted out, �Ma, I�� Then I paused to inhale deeply before I went on, now feeling completely disoriented, �I am� sorry for� our time lost�.�
�Don�t regret the past. Plan for the future and act now. You�re a remarkable woman, and I am sure that you will be very successful someday, just as the fortune-teller saw on your life�s map. According to him, heaven has a scheme for every one of us. That means our life is already mapped out the moment we�re born. Master Soaring Crane is one of those very few who can read this hidden map. So listen to him, follow the signs, and don�t go against the flow.�
�How?�
�When a river flows into a rock, it will course around the rock to continue its journey. Water never fights but is powerful by being just soft and going along.�
Although she talked about being soft, she didn�t look that way to me. �Does that mean you were also once soft and tender?�
�Of course, when I was very young and very pretty. But when I lost both I had to force myself to be tough. However, money can also do the job of softening the heart of the warden, the guards, the government officials.�
�But you said you don�t have money left!�
�In fact it�s not my money but someone else�s. This person pays for everything.�
�Who?�
�Someone who�� She stopped.
I pressed her, but she remained silent.
I was digesting our conversation as I leaned closer to this ghostly woman, trying to understand her eloquence, confidence, insight, suffering, toughness, strangeness, cunning�. Not knowing what more to say, I patted her wrinkled hand. �Ma, maybe we should call it a day. I�m sure you�re tired and need some rest now.�
�I�m pleased by your concern. But don�t worry, my destiny will soon lead me to my eternal rest, so I don�t care to rest now.�
Suddenly the reality that this strange woman, my mother�sitting right across from me�was dying hit me so hard that I felt an electric jolt inside. I desperately wanted to do something, anything, to get her out of this situation, however hopeless it seemed. Could I seduce the guard to let her out? Or the judge to revoke her verdict?
As if reading my thoughts, my mother spoke, her voice pained yet strong. �Lily, I�m very happy that we have finally reunited and the treasures have been returned. My conscience, now free, will not detain me for more than my allotted time. So don�t you worry about me. Whether we like it or not, all of us will face the same end. This is the ultimate fairness embedded in our life�s maps.�
To my surprise, she was the one who suffered, but I was the one who burst into tears. If I was not mistaken, this ghostly woman in front of me even looked happy�like a saint who sees all, knows all, understands all, and forgives all. How strange. Shouldn�t I be the one who knew all and forgave all?
Then I thought of the couplet at the entrance of Wang Jin�s cemetery:
Today my body returns to the ancient earth
Tomorrow exactly the same thing will happen to yours

I sighed heavily, then poured the rest of the snow lotus drink into my mother�s cup. �I�m sure this will cure your disease.�
Like a good kid she obediently drank the last drop as I watched her like a mother her sick child. I had no idea what thoughts were on her mind, but they were definitely nothing simple�this complicated, sophisticated, dying woman. My mother.
She touched my cheek. �Don�t worry too much, my daughter. All our maps are just previewed ones and can always be redrawn.�
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Tea House

That night, exhausted from the meeting with my mother, I decided to give myself a break, so before going to sleep I unplugged the phone. Other nights I had sometimes been awakened by callers speaking in strange dialects who were misdirected by the operators to my room.
The next morning, feeling a little more rested, I went down to the hotel restaurant for the all-you-can-eat breakfast buffet. As soon as my eyes landed on the abundant spread of food�Chinese doughnuts, pork buns, pickled vegetables, onion and scallion pancakes, thousand-year-old eggs, fermented stinky tofu, fried rice, congee (with scallion and beef, fish fillet, pork belly, and seafood), all kinds of juice and tea�my stomach started to rumble like boiling rice soup.
A half hour later, I was amazed at myself that I�d wiped my plate clean not only once but three times. Satisfied with my filled-up, now-quieted-down stomach, I decided my next step was to empty my brain. So I headed straight back to my room to take a nap, which I hoped would be dreamless.
Around three in the afternoon I woke up, quickly washed my face, then went out for a walk. Wandering aimlessly, I spotted a black signboard with four gold characters: BIG BOWL TEA HOUSE.
I felt my heartstring pulled by the two words �Big Bowl.� Cool. I always loved things big. Or people with a big heart, like Alex. And of course the huge, infinite desert I�d just left behind�.
Now looking at these four characters, �Big Bowl Tea House,� though not long ago I�d eaten a huge breakfast, I felt myself drawn like one hopelessly bewitched by a femme fatale.
As I stepped inside, the soothing fragrance of tea meandered over to caress my nostrils. The place, bright and spacious, was decorated in red and gold, the two colors of good luck and festivity. The waitresses were all dressed in red cheongsam�body-hugging Chinese dresses with a high collar but even higher side slits to play hide-and-seek with sensuously moving legs. Above the chatting diners were suspended round red lanterns, square black ones with red tassels, and delicately carved golden bird cages. Tables were draped with red cloth embroidered with gold threads in the Chinese characters of Fu, good fortune; Lu, wealth; and Shou, longevity. Framed paintings and calligraphy occupied most walls. The one that caught my eye read:
Tea is a way to make friends
to appreciate arts
to cultivate the Path
A way of enlightenment

One entire wall was covered by a huge Chinese painting of plum blossoms. In front of it was a small red-carpeted platform, and flanking the painting was a couplet:
Don�t make fun of my doggerel
Always, the best tea does taste like a beautiful woman
Wow. This unusual comparison suddenly made me feel very beautiful, giving me a sudden impulse to splurge on the best kind of tea.
A very young waitress led me to a small table.
�Miss, your first time here?� She smiled, revealing some regular teeth.
�Yes.�
�Tourist?�
�Yes, how can you tell?�
�You people look so different.�
�In what way?�
�I don�t know, more Westernized, I guess,� she said, handing me the menu.
I glanced at the huge varieties of tea with poetic names: Iron Bodhisattva, Cold-Headed Oolong, ancient Pu�er, Yellow Mountain Hairy Peak, Big Red Robe, White Peony, Before Rain, Dragon Well, Cloud and Mist, Turquoise Spring, Blushing Lotus, Sorcerer�s Plum�. You name it and they had it. So, to hide my confusion as well as ignorance, I decided to order according to price. But then I discovered some tea, like the Big Red Robe and one special kind of Iron Bodhisattva, cost as much as two hundred renminbi a pot, which made me feel, alas, suddenly much less generous.
Probably seeing that I couldn�t make up my mind, the waitress said, her voice soothing like green tea, �Miss, just pick one. All our teas are first rate. But if you want my recommendation, try the aged Pu�er.�
I joked. �Is this to match my face?�
She jumped back. �Oh, no, of course not!�
I felt a little guilty that she actually looked very frightened.
�That�s not what I meant, miss. You look very young and pretty.�
�Thanks, and so are you.�
She blushed. �Maybe you don�t know since you don�t live here. Pu�er tea is getting more expensive each day. At auctions, collectors literally pay the price of gold for just a few pounds.�
�Is that so?�
She nodded. �And this particular one was just won in an auction by our boss. That�s why I recommend it.� She paused, then said, �If you go elsewhere, you might end up drinking fake Pu�er.�
I widened my eyes to show disbelief. �How can tea leaves be fake?�
She laughed a little. �Of course, the color is dyed and the fragrance sprayed on.�
�Oh, heavens!� This time I laughed. �How old is the Pu�er here?�
�Three years.�
�That�s old?�
�For tea, yes. There are some even older, but those are reserved only for our very special and distinguished guests.�
�How distinguished?�
�You should know, miss, that this is a very famous teahouse established in the 1940s. You�re lucky you got a seat today, because you arrived early. Even celebrities and movie stars have to order our tea in advance and reserve seats for our performances. We have tea ceremony, Beijing opera, pop songs, storytelling, magic shows.�
After another round of pleasant chitchat, I finally ordered the aged, eighty-renminbi-a-pot Pu�er. In five minutes, the waitress brought my tea on a large lacquer tray together with a hot towel and two small plates of snacks�an assortment of dried olives, kumquat, sugared plum, honey loquat, and watermelon seeds. After she left, I took a sip of the scalding amber liquid and let out a long exhalation. Despite all the recent, head-spinning happenings, I felt a strange sort of relief, even happiness. Maybe because some mysteries about my life had been brought to light, even though I hadn�t known about them in the first place.
Between sipping my aged tea, cracking dyed-red watermelon seeds, and popping the sweet-and-sour plum and the sweet-and-bitter kumquat into my mouth, I reflected on my relationships with my dead mother and my recently met about-to-die one. Of course, no matter what the dead one did to the still-living one, the one who raised me had been good to me, and nothing, not even the truth, would change my love for her.
However, now I also felt affection for my brave, mysterious new mother. Would I have the chance to peek inside the secret chamber of her soul and eavesdrop on some of her forbidden thoughts before they vanished forever?
As my mind was wandering, so were my eyes. I noticed now the place was gradually filling up with customers. Groups of men talked animatedly, probably discussing business and politics. The women, looking well off in nicely cut suits and dresses, leisurely sipped tea and deftly cracked watermelon seeds with long-nailed fingers as they gossiped animatedly.
Although the teahouse had become quite noisy, the earthy-tasting, pleasant-smelling, amber tea relaxed me. The place�s warm red and gold glow wrapped me in a cocoon of reminiscence and nostalgia.
After another hour of more tea sipping, reflecting, and watching people come and go, I finally felt some acceptance that Mindy Madison was my mother and sensed myself connected to her with subtle qi flowing between us. I didn�t want her to die. But what hope was there for her?
After the waitress refreshed my third pot of tea, a savvy male�s voice spilled through the amplifier and snaked into my ears. I looked and saw a small man holding a microphone on the big stage.
�Ladies and gentlemen, attention please! Now our tea performers the Gao brother and sister are going to stun your eyeballs with their impossible tea ceremony. Let�s give them a big welcome!�
A round of loud applause exploded in the hall, followed by the entrance of�to my surprise�two teenagers. The duo�s lean bodies were wrapped in bright red and gold-rimmed kung fu outfits. With their smooth faces and sweet expressions you might wish they were your own children.
I couldn�t help but chuckle. How could these two thin, pubertal sticks be tea masters? From what I knew of tea ceremony, it is performed by people at least in their fifties, with calm countenance, dignified posture, and elegant, ritualized hand movements choreographed in a quiet, meditative setting. So how could these two youngsters have anything to do with �menopausal� tea ceremony? Worse, a loud kung fu music sound track started to boom to accentuate the duo�s presence.
A fiftyish, plump woman at the next table leaned toward me. �Miss, don�t underestimate these little people. We�re all here for them.�
The woman next to her at the same table chimed in, �I paid someone to babysit my grandson so I could come watch them.�
�Are they that good?�
�You�ll see.�
�But they�re just kids!�
�Believe me, miss, kids do amazing things.�
�Believe us, miss, be ready to be shocked,� her friend added.
Just then the duo made a deep bow to the audience followed by some warm-up martial arts movements�high kicks, fist strikes, legs stretched on the floor in the Chinese �one� character, all accompanied by their Bruce Lee-esque battle cry, �Hhhhaaa-Ahhh!�
I leaned to my neighbors and lowered my voice. �You�re sure they�re going to perform tea ceremony, not martial arts?�
The plump one whispered back amid the noisy commotion, �Oh, you must never have heard about it. This is modern tea ceremony, nothing to do with those performed by the white-haired folks with arthritic hands and constipated expressions. Shhh� pay attention and watch.�
Two female assistants pushed a cart to the middle of the stage, then quickly left. On the cart was a metal teapot with a three-foot-long spout, several small teacups, and a big kettle of water boiling on an electric stove.
The brother picked up the vessel and poured water into the long-mouthed teapot. Then the girl arranged all the cups�about five or six�on her head. After that, they began to move around swiftly, stretching their limbs in various gymnastic movements with the girl balancing the teacups the whole time. In about five minutes, suddenly the boy thrust at the girl with the teapot�s swordlike beak, and the girl fended off his attacks with her bare hands. All the time, the cups remained absolutely still. After that, the girl grasped the long beak and the two spun around in quick circles. Loud applause and the shouting of �Hao! Hao!� burst out from the captivated audience.
The most amazing feat was yet to come. When the two were entangling in all sorts of impossible kung fu and gymnastic movements, suddenly the boy jumped up very high and, while the girl was spinning in circles on one leg, poured tea into the cups on the girl�s head.
Now the audience�s emotions seemed to reach as high as the peaks of the Mountains of Heaven. They screamed, clapped, and threw money in red lucky envelopes onto the stage; some even threw jewelry.
I also screamed �Hao! Hao!� and clapped till my palms turned red and hurt.
The women threw me triumphant looks. �You like this now?�
�It�s incredible!�
�See, we told you so. Come back next week, the same time. We�ll be here, too.�
�I�ll definitely try.�
Feeling more normal after my earlier tea-inspired reflection and the surrealistic tea ceremony, which ended the occasion on a high note, I waved to the waitress to give me the check.
Outside the teahouse, I once again wandered aimlessly, my mind still spinning with the teenage duo�s impossible feats. Then I saw a movie theater with the signboard advertising a Jackie Chan comedy kung fu flick. Good, this was exactly what I wanted, more brainless yet beautifully and intricately choreographed martial arts movements. I was sure my thinking would offend Jackie Chan, if he knew about it, for he must have put lots of brain into designing every single movement. But to me, the effect was still brainless.
I bought a ticket and entered the theater. Nearly every movement made me laugh. Of course it was not because the movie was that funny. I just used the illusory images to release my pent-up emotions.
When the movie was finally over I stayed in my seat, tired from laughing so hard, and watched the credits slowly scroll by.
When names of the martial arts consultants appeared, one burst upon me like an egg dropped on a wok�Chen Dong.
Alias Floating Cloud!
My earlier happy mood was instantly thrown out the window. As I hurried toward the exit with my heart pounding, I thought I saw Floating Cloud�s face smiling in the dim theater. Could Floating Cloud really have been in the audience or was it just my fearful imagination?
Back in the hotel, I collapsed in bed and cried. Could the monk have come all the way here to look for me? Then I suddenly remembered that the face in the theater had a full head of hair. But maybe Floating Cloud had changed back to Chen Dong?
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Sea Burial

The next day when I woke up it was already noon. As I was wondering if I should visit my mother today or take another day off, I heard urgent knockings at the door. Could Floating Cloud have tracked me here? But when I opened the door, I was relieved to see it was only the hotel manager, though with an angry expression.
�Something wrong?�
�A Mr. Lo asks for you at the reception and insists that we come knock at your door. You shouldn�t have unplugged your phone.�
�Hmm� I�m sorry. Please tell him I�ll be down in the lobby in ten minutes.�
I took a quick shower, dressed, grabbed my purse, then rushed down to the lobby. It must be something very important for Lo to have come directly to my hotel. But what could that be? Maybe he�d found out that there was really three million dollars for me to claim? At that thought, I felt the corners of my lips slowly lifting like a theater curtain. But then I realized that urgent matters were rarely good.
The remnant of a smile on my face was instantly killed by Lo�s unbearably sad expression. �Mr. Lo, something wrong?�
He nodded.
�What is it?�
�Be prepared for some very bad news.� He paused to clear his throat. �Your mother, Miss Mindy Madison, or Cai Mindi, passed away yesterday afternoon.�
�But that�s not possible! I just talked to her the day before and she was fine.� I was yelling. A few guests in the lobby turned to stare at us.
I was surprised to see the lawyer�s eyes turn red and his voice crack. �She died less than twenty-four hours after you left.�
�Then why didn�t you inform me?�
�We called your room many times, but no answer.�
Of course not, I had unplugged the phone in order not to take calls!
Lo went on. �I thought of coming to inform you but had to take care of things in the prison. And I didn�t want to just leave a message.�
�So what are we going to do now?�
�I have made the arrangements. Her body is already in the funeral home. The service will be held in two days and I, or one of my staff, will come pick you up and drive you there. It was her wish to be cremated and that her ashes be scattered in Bohai together with Wang Jin�s.�
�But my father was buried in a cemetery�you just took me there!�
�Your mother placed your father�s ashes in three different places: the grave, under the ruined town city wall, and in her prison cell.�
I was not listening. Too overwhelmed by the news, my mind began to drift to the brief, now infinitely precious meetings I�d spent with my mother.
�Miss Lin��he studied me with concern��you all right? Can you come to my office now to go over the arrangements? If not, you�d better get some rest and we�ll do it later.�
�Maybe later. Sorry, my mind is not working right now.�
�I understand. I will call you tomorrow. Rest today.�
Back in my room, I threw myself onto the bed and cried my eyes out. If there really was a God, why did He bring my mother back to me, only to take her away to orphan me a second time?
God was my Hong Kong mother�s adviser-savior, but He seemed to have no answers to my questions, which just bounced back at me like squash balls, making noise but carrying no message. Maybe the blind fortune-teller, Soaring Crane, was a better consultant�at least he listened and responded. Now I wondered if my mother Cai Mayfong�s Christian devotion was due to her secret guilt for the unforgivable sin of betraying her sister. I asked, but God kept His opinion, if He had one, to Himself.

The next days passed as a blur�meeting with Lo, reading my mother�s will, visiting the funeral home. When I arrived for the service, the director offered me a coarse, white funeral costume to wear, but I declined. Hand torn�instead of scissor-cut�and made of coarse hemp, the garment is to show that the grief of the descendents is too great for them to pay attention to what they wear.
My pale green silk dress was met with strong objections from Lo.
�You have to wear white to show respect for the deceased!�
�You want to make me even more depressed so that I follow my mother into the grave?�
Since as a daughter I was indispensable to the service, finally he had to back down.
But then my depression deepened when I saw that only two people had come to bid my mother farewell.
Before I had a chance to ask Lo, he told me, �Miss Madison had many visitors in the beginning, but as the years passed and they realized there was no hope of her release, they stopped coming.�
I exclaimed, �That�s terrible!�
�You must have heard of the saying, �A prolonged disease will keep even the most filial son away�?� He shrugged. �Human nature.�
I nodded. What more could I say? �Then who are those two people over there, her best friends?� Or her lovers, I thought as I pointed to the two men talking to each other in a far corner.
�Oh, no, they�re just staff here.�
Because, except for Lo and me, there were no guests to shake hands, to bow or prostrate to the deceased�s picture, or to utter comforting yet empty words, the whole service was over in a mere half hour. I carried out my duties of burning paper offerings, kneeling in front of my mother�s portrait and kowtowing three times while hitting my head hard enough on the floor to be heard by her departing soul. Finally I pressed the button to start the combustion of her physical remains. I tried hard to hold back my tears as my mother, or my aunt, or Mindy Madison, or Cai Mindi, was transformed from flesh to ashes.

Two days later, a car was arranged by Mr. Lo to drive us to Tianjin, a city southeast of Beijing; after that, a small boat took us out on the Bohai Sea. Steadying myself on the undulating boat, I tightly clutched the cindered remains of my two newly discovered parents.
Everything floated around me as if in a dream. I was holding my parents as my mother had me when I was a baby. Poor Wang Jin, he didn�t even know, as he drew his last breath, that he had left a child on earth.
The soothing breeze and the brilliant cerulean of the ocean contrasted with my somber mood. On the jars were pictures of my parents in their prime. My mother�s hair was braided into two thick pigtails, her face tilted, her eyes looking up at something outside the picture, as if aspiring to a future filled with hope and adventure. The smile blooming on her smooth face made it seem as if spring was peeking around the corner.
My father had a crew cut, and his intense eyes appeared larger through the lenses of his round, metal-rimmed glasses. His tight jaw and penetrating gaze gave him the air of a poet or a revolutionary. He seemed filled with ideals and passions to rebuild his country, or, if necessary, to sacrifice his young life for it. Two young people, partners and soul mates, filled with energy, life, and hope for the future. Had they imagined a home full of children, followed by a comfortable old age surrounded by grandchildren clinging to their stiff knees or climbing on their laps to mess with their snow white hair?
I felt despondent. Who could imagine having to bury her parents a second time?
I lost track of the time until I realized that the boat had slowed and was now bobbing in the waves.
The captain, a fiftyish, rod-thin man, yelled to Lo, �Is this far enough?�
�Yes, please wait here for a few minutes.�
�Are we far from the shore?� I asked.
Lo said, �Now you can carry out your last duty as a filial daughter.�
Feeling numbed, I didn�t respond.
�You can say a private prayer first if you want. I brought the Heart Sutra, so you can also read it to send your parents to the Western paradise.�
This stern-faced man in front of me was definitely a man of many details.
�I�ll first read the Heart Sutra for my parents, then I�ll also pray to God.�
�Go ahead.� He held out the sutra.
I looked up at the blue sky to meditate for a few seconds, remembering the Chinese philosopher Laozi�s saying that heaven is indifferent, treating all beings like straw dogs. True, we were insignificant as a speck of grain in heaven, or in God�s eye. Just like my parents, who had turned from flesh into ashes and were now to be dispersed in the infinite nothingness.
I lowered my head to read the printed Buddhist wisdom:
The Bodhisattva of Observing Ease is walking deeply in the profound wisdom, reflecting that all five skandhas are emptiness while transcending all sufferings�

The ancient sutra was too abstruse for my Westernized mind to comprehend. However, I did like the phrase �transcending all sufferings.� Who wouldn�t want that? After I finished reading, I also muttered a short prayer to God: �Dear Lord, I am here to scatter my parents� ashes into the sea. I thank Mr. Lo and the captain for taking me here so I can give my parents a proper sea burial. I hope both my parents, whatever their sins, will soon be in Your arms hearing the angels sing. I also look forward to the day when I could reunite with them in Your loving embrace. Thank You, Lord, Amen.�
Too exhausted to think after the prayer, I turned to Lo for further instruction.
He said, �Now you must say your final good-bye and scatter their ashes into the sea.�
I lifted my mother�s jar first and kissed her two cheeks on the picture. �Ma, have a good journey home.� I thought that was the most appropriate thing to say, since she�d been such a fearless adventurer. Then the desert, now the sea, then heaven, or the Western Paradise, depending on which would be the most challenging route for her.
Since I didn�t really know Wang Jin, I only kissed his forehead. Staring at me with his longing eyes, my stranger father seemed to say, �Daughter, sorry that I never had the chance to hold you in my arms when you were little, or to lean on you for comfort in my old age. Fate had it that we missed each other�s presence. The Chinese call this cajian erguo, swiftly rubbing against each other�s shoulders in a huge crowd.
�Since we are not able to look after you, you must take care of yourself, my dearest daughter. Get married and have many little ones and think of me seeing my grandchildren�s sweet smiles and hearing their joyous laughter from above. I wish you a very happy, long, and healthy life. Now good luck and good-bye.�
I was jolted by Lo�s touch on my shoulder. He handed me his handkerchief. It was then that I realized my face was raining tears.
Lo pointed at my mother�s jar. �It is time to put Miss Madison to rest in the sea.�
I noticed that his eyes were red and his voice trembling. Was it possible that he was crying, as he did when he had broken the news of my mother�s death in the hotel? Could it be that a lawyer would cry for his client? Or was it a man crying for a woman?
�Mr. Lo, are you OK?�
His voice was barely audible. �I�m fine. It�s just the salt spray gets into my eyes.�
I stared at him for a moment before I turned to face the sea, open the jar, and spill its resident into the water. The sea appeared so calm and so bright, and so oblivious of our sufferings on earth. My mother�s ashes pirouetted in the air like dancing stardust before dipping to kiss the waves.
Next I opened Wang Jin�s jar and did the same. Strangely, his ashes fell straight into the sea without lingering in midair. Maybe because he couldn�t wait to join his most beloved woman so she wouldn�t feel alone on her journey of no return.
After I emptied both jars, Lo handed me two garlands and I dropped them onto the sea one by one. As if the flowers had thoughts and emotions, they impatiently rode the waves as if to catch up with my parents, to show the way for them with their rainbow-colored aura.
�Now throw this one, too.� Lo�s emotion-filled voice rose next to my ear as he put a third garland into my hands.
�Another one?�
�This one�s for the fish so they�ll stay away.�
Although I didn�t see the logic behind this, I fully complied, grateful for his consideration and compassion.
I stared at the ashes, petals, and waves until my dustlike parents were completely gone from sight. From now on, there would be no more meetings�happy or unhappy�in this Red Dust.

When we were back in the city, Lo asked, if I was not too tired, could he take me out.
Sitting across from the officious lawyer inside a small caf�, it was the first time that I had a clear sense of this enigmatic man. In his fifties, with a slight build and neat appearance, he could have passed as a professor or a consultant. Lo was a man of important words and a serious nature.
I ordered black coffee to match my mood, and Lo ordered mineral water, to match his blank mood, I guessed.
After our drinks arrived and we took our first meditative sip, he said, �Miss Lin, I�m very relieved that finally your parents had their proper burial.�
�Thank you, Mr. Lo. I wouldn�t have been able to do this without your help.�
He paused to sip his water, then, �This doesn�t mean your mother�s business is over. Now that all items have been returned to the government and the chip from the terracotta soldier tested, we must continue to fight to have her name cleared.�
�Thanks for doing all this for my mother. I hope you�re paid accordingly��my voice had a slight taint of bitterness as I swallowed the rest of my sentence��since I�m not.�
�She was broke. I have not been paid for a long time.�
I had wondered why he was so nice. Weren�t lawyers greedy and their devotion decided by their clients� bank accounts?
As if guessing what I was thinking, he said, �Miss Lin, you may be shocked when I tell you�� He stopped, tearing up.
Seconds passed before I asked gingerly, �Yes?�
He looked as if he was struggling very hard to say something extremely painful. Finally, �I�ve been in love with Miss Madison for a long time.�
�What?� Another lover, my mother?
Ignoring my shock, he continued as he dabbed the corners of his eyes with a napkin. �She was a very attractive woman, determined and courageous. Unfortunately when you met her, her beauty had been destroyed by her cancer, her incarceration, and her long legal struggle. In her prime she was so energetic that she made everyone around her feel confident and hopeful. I was but one of her many admirers.�
This seemingly emotionless man had been grieving all along.
�Are you married?�
�I was, but I divorced after my ex-wife found out about my infatuation with Mindi. I never married again.�
A man with a broken heart.
�That�s why you try your best to help me?�
He nodded.
�You�re still in love with her, aren�t you?�
�After her, I find other women uninteresting. Although Mindi never really loved me back, we did have an affair.�
So he was the boyfriend that my mother had referred to!
�You mean� until her death?�
He nodded.
Various perverse questions flashed through my mind: How could a man be still attracted to a cancer-ravaged ghost of a woman? Did they have sex? Where, in the prison cell? In what positions, the hanging-upside-down-lotus?
Moments of silence passed before he took out a worn notebook and handed it to me. �Here�s the diary your mother kept during her trip on the Silk Road. You may find it of interest.�
�Are you lending it to me or can I keep it?�
�It�s yours. So you can know your mother better.�
I flipped through a few pages here and there, not really reading, just trying to feel my mother�s lingering spirit through her neatly formed characters and intimate words.
After another long silence, Lo asked, �Miss Lin, what are you going to do now?�
�There�s nothing more for me here. I guess I will go back to New York and try to finish my novel. After that, try to get an agent and a publisher. But that�s really a long shot. A distant dream, I have to admit.�
He looked at me deeply. �Don�t be discouraged. Just keep at it and you�ll succeed; you�ve got your mother�s fighting spirit.� He paused before he spoke again. �And her beauty.�
I was amazed to see him blush.

In the hotel, I stayed up most of the night reading my mother�s journal. When I finished, I finally understood why so many men were attracted to her. Maybe some mothers live through their daughters, but for me it had been the opposite. It was to relive parts of my mother�s life that I had taken my long, arduous journey along the Silk Road. She had found an unusual way to stimulate her daughter�s personal growth.
There were so many passages in her journal that I savored, such as this one:
August 3

I might be the first woman who traversed the �Go-In-But-Never-Come-Out� Taklamakan Desert alone. If I lived in the West, pictures of me pulling my belongings on a sled would be all over newspapers and magazines. But in China no one even knows about my existence, or my deed, and I have to keep it this way.
I keep thinking of death here in this harsh desert. If I �never come out,� then I will be like one of the billions of grains of sand, shifting in the soughing wind with not even ghosts for company. Yet even in this empty place, I always think of my little Lily who was two months old when I left Hong Kong to go back to China.

Three days later, Lo told me that because Mindy Madison had passed away, the government decided to drop all accusations against her. But as expected, the three million dollars were not to be released. I asked why, and his answer was: It�s not a smart thing to challenge the government by asking why. Anyway, since I knew nothing about the Chinese legal system and had no connections there, I finally accepted that the best thing for me was to keep my mouth shut, return to the States, and move on with life.
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Back to New York

Manhattan, which I had always thought was the most sophisticated city on earth, now seemed bland in comparison to the Silk Road cities where I�d traveled. Indeed, back home everything looked so ordinary that my Silk Road adventures seemed to have happened in another life. But since there was no three million dollars I had no choice but to return to my tiny studio near Union Square.
As soon as I arrived home I dialed Alex�s number, hoping his comforting voice and endearing words would ease my transition back into my normal life. But, as before, no one answered the phone. I even tried calling the registrar�s office at Columbia University and asked for Alex�s phone and address. However, other than confirming him as a graduate student there, they refused to provide any further information, citing confidentiality.
Where was he? Had he gone back to China to look for me? Very unlikely. Then the scenario I most dreaded popped into my mind: Maybe this time Alex had really fallen passionately in love with another girl his own age!
Depressed at the thought, I called Chris instead.
He sounded so ecstatic that I, disappointed by Alex�s disappearance, felt wanted again.
�Darling Lily, I�m so glad to hear your voice! You�ve really been torturing me by being away so long. I�m sure you�ve got a lot to tell. Can I come over tonight?�
I thought for a while. �Chris, how come you�re so available all the time? Where are Jenny and Preston?�
�You know, Lily, you�ve been away a long time. What do you think I did without you all this time? I spent my time with my family. I took my son to McDonald�s, the zoo, movies, ball games, shopping.�
�Was Jenny involved?�
�Of course, she�s his mother.�
�That means you don�t actually need me.�
�Oh, Lily, don�t be difficult. Of course I do.�
�Did you have another woman, I mean other than Jenny, while I was away?� I felt a little uncomfortable asking this. For I could not really consider myself faithful to him since, even setting aside the hanging-upside-down-lotus, I�d been with Alex in China.
He sighed. �Please, Lily. No other woman, only my family.�
�So you have sex with her?�
There was some silence before he said, his voice like a deflated balloon expelling its last puff of air, �What do you expect? You were away for so long, did you expect me to turn into a monk? Please, can I come over tonight?�
�You still haven�t answered my question. What will you tell Jenny about where you are going?�
�I don�t need to report everything to her. Besides, I�ve been a family man for six long months. I�m entitled to a break.�
�I can�t see you tonight,� I said, thinking of Alex and wanting to wait for him.
�Are you serious?� He raised his voice. �Then why did you call, to tease me?�
�Maybe just a courtesy call for an old friend,� I said, then hung up and unplugged the phone.

At six in the evening, heavy knocks at the door woke me from my nap. I rushed to the door and saw my former professor through the peephole.
I flung open the door. �Chris!�
He was holding, as usual, two bags of food. �Since you wouldn�t answer the phone, here I am delivering your favorite Chinese takeout.�
Standing there, I couldn�t think of a way to make him leave.
�Aren�t you going to invite me in?�
�Hmm��
�Goddamn it, Lily, just let me in!�
I did, then closed the door and followed Chris to the dining table. He took out the containers of food and set them down on the table. After that, he tried to pull me to him to kiss me. I pushed him away.
�What�s wrong, Lily, you�re not happy to see me?�
�I�m tired.�
He studied me for a long moment. �Poor thing, you must be hungry, so let�s eat, and we�ll talk later.�
So we sat down and began to eat in silence.
Fifteen minutes later, after all the food was gone, Chris asked, �Aren�t you at least going to show me some affection after all these months?�
I leaned to peck his cheek.
�Why don�t we go to bed now?�
�Sure, but only by myself.�
�What do you mean? We always go to bed together!�
�But from now on, I don�t want it anymore.�
�Are you kidding me?�
I didn�t respond.
He reached to hug me and this time I let him. �You must be really tired.� Moments after he detached from me, he suddenly popped the question I�d been dreading. �Lily, I think at least I�m entitled to know your reason for going to the desert alone.�
I decided I might as well tell him the truth, since there was no three million dollars for him to covet. �Are you prepared to hear the whole thing?�
�Fire away.�
I showed him a few pictures, part of my journal, and told him almost everything, except of course Alex and my �hanging-upside-down-lotus� with the monk.
After I finished, Chris looked surprised beyond belief. �Lily, you really should�ve let me be part of all this! And the three million dollars? Gone, really!?�
�Believe it or not, I don�t even feel that bad. It was something too good to be true, anyway.�
He blurted out, �Why don�t you put your experiences down in writing?�
�But I already have my journal.�
�I don�t mean that. I mean a book.�
�Hmm� I never thought of that. I�m still overwhelmed by the whole thing.�
�Then all the more reason for you to write everything down so you�ll remember.�
�But I want to finish my novel first. It�s been sitting on my desk for too long.�
He didn�t reply, looking deep in thought before he spoke again. �Lily, I�d love to know about your experiences there. Can you lend me your journal for a few days?�
But I couldn�t possibly let him read the part about Alex and Floating Cloud, so I said, �I want to look it over myself now, so maybe you can take a look at it later.�
But he was insistent. �Please, there may be some writing ideas there for you and I may be able to help. I can have it copied and give it right back to you, how�s that?�
But of course I would have to make the copies myself, not him�so they would not include Alex or Floating Cloud.
�All right, when I have a chance I�ll make some copies. Right now I am too tired and jet-lagged to do anything. I am going to go to sleep�by myself.�
He had no choice but to leave, skulking away like a scolded dog.

Three days later, partially recovered from the long flight and having finished some necessary errands, I took out my novel in progress and tried to start writing again. But alas, not a single word came. After several false starts, I finally gave up. Then I thought of Chris�s suggestion of using my Silk Road experiences and began to organize my notes, the photos I had taken, Alex�s letters, and my mother�s and Lop Nor�s journals. After that, I typed away furiously on my computer. Maybe because this was firsthand experience, words poured out from my fingers like water from a tap. I was thrilled that it was so much easier than writing my coming-of-age, family saga novel.
Oblivious of everything except my writing, it was not until two or three weeks later that I realized that Chris�after dropping by to pick up the copies of my journal and pictures�had stopped coming to my studio completely.
Nor had he called.
I picked up the phone and dialed his number. To my surprise, his tone seemed distant, if not cold.
�Where have you been, Chris?�
�It�s Jenny. She�s not been feeling well lately, so I need to be here to care for her.�
�I�m very sorry to hear that. Why didn�t you call and tell me?�
�I� just don�t want you to worry.�
�How�s Preston coping?�
�He�s OK. Since his mother is sick, he needs more attention, too.�
�What�s wrong with Jenny? I hope it�s nothing serious.�
�Oh, don�t worry, just a bad flu and fatigue.�
He sounded evasive, but since his family was none of my business, I decided not to probe further.
�Chris, don�t worry if you can�t call.�
�Sorry, Lily, just too many things on my mind.�
�I understand, no need to apologize. Just let me know when Jenny recovers.�
�I will.� He paused, then asked, �Have you started writing?�
�Yes. And Chris, I just can�t believe it. It�s so much easier than writing the novel. Not only do I not have writer�s block, I actually have writer�s shock�that suddenly I can write so fast and so smoothly.�
Some silence passed before his voice rose again. �You mean you�re writing your Silk Road experiences?�
�Yes, and thanks for your suggestion.�
�Maybe you should stop for a while.�
�Why?�
�It won�t be very good writing if you rush too much.�
�Oh, don�t worry. I�m not thinking of publishing or anything. Not yet.�
�Good. I think you better concentrate on finishing your novel first.�
�How�s that?�
�Because you�ve been working on that for more than two years now. You should really finish that first. You don�t want to lose your momentum.�
�Don�t worry, I�ll also finish that someday. Promise.�

Five months later, I still had not heard from Chris but I had finished my Silk Road memoir. To try to find a publisher I�d need an agent first. I�d thought of asking Chris to recommend his but soon dropped the idea. True, he was quite generous with me, always paying for food and bringing small gifts, though nothing expensive, just bunches of carnations or roses from a Korean grocery or costume jewelry. The food was usually Chinese takeout�we almost never went out because he feared running into his colleagues or students.
I was pretty sure that although Chris had been willing to help me in small ways, to get his recommendation for a wannabe and nobody like myself would be as hard as for a virgin to get pregnant. Besides, he still hadn�t called, so either Jenny was really sick or he�d completely lost interest in me. I suspected the latter, since I�d turned down his demands for sex during his last two visits.
Anyway, my interest now was in Alex, who actually did love me, or had when I had last seen him. But he was never at home to answer my phone calls, and I wondered what happened. I took out the silver amulet he�d bought me, caressing its engraved dragon and phoenix. I prayed that we, instead of merely rubbing against each other�s shoulders in the passing crowd, would soon embrace in this Ten Thousand Miles of Red Dust.
I decided to try my luck by sending out multiple inquiries. This is what the Chinese call yuweng sawang, spreading the net to catch fish�I hoped the huge net would ensnare at least one.
I got twenty-three rejections before one agent, Ellen Monroe at Monroe Agency, called me and offered representation. But she stated very emphatically in her stiff voice that there was no guarantee of acceptance by a publisher.
Ellen kept mailing me rejection letters from various publishers big and small until one day, unexpectedly, she called.
�Lily, congratulations! An editor from Center Books is very enthusiastic about your memoir and wants to publish it.�
These were the sweetest words I�d heard for a long time.
I screamed into the phone. �Oh, my God, am I dreaming?�
�Yes, a dream coming true.� She paused for suspense before blurting out, �They�re offering you a six-figure advance�one hundred thousand.�
This time my voice hit the jackpot. �Oh, my God, are you sure you got the figure right?!�
�Are you saying that I can�t do my job?� she joked.
�Of course not! Just� sounds too good to be true.�
�Congratulations, Lily, for writing such a wonderful book!�

Of course with the one-hundred-thousand-dollar advance, my earlier dread of having to look for menial jobs like waitressing or babysitting faded like morning fog.
The nine months before the book was actually going to come out dragged by. I occupied myself revising and taking care of other tasks such as selecting pictures and reviewing the cover design. My editor particularly liked the love story between Alex and me, which made me agonizingly sad and nostalgic. Would I cross paths again with the love of my life? Or as with my mother, had we just rubbed past each other�s shoulders among a huge crowd in this Red Dust?
Though at first I�d been tempted to include my affair with Chris to render my memoir more juicy and salable, I soon decided against it because it just didn�t feel right to hurt him or his family for my own gain. And what if Alex read all about my affair with Chris?
Anyway, at the moment both men seemed, for different reasons, to be out of my life.
But now that my manuscript was finally accepted for publication, I decided to call Chris to share the good news. After all, he�d been my mentor for a long time.
To my surprise, his department secretary told me he was on sabbatical to write a book and wouldn�t be back for another month. She asked me to leave a message, and I did. There must be something wrong that Chris took a sabbatical without letting me know. In the past, he�d used his time off so he could spend more time with me, or fuck me, to be exact. There was something seriously wrong. What was it?
But Chris never called.
Then, a month before my book was due to come out, I opened the New York Times and discovered an interview with him about his new novel�Romancing the Silk Road.
It was clear as day that not only had he stolen my story, he�d even beat me in getting his out. So he could drink the first sip of the nutritious soup�as the popular Chinese saying goes. No wonder he�d disappeared and avoided me for so long. He was hiding somewhere to write his�actually my�story.
I almost suffocated in my own anger as I read the Times article. Did this constitute plagiarism? I thought so. But I had to read the book to be sure.
I dashed down to the street, hurried to the nearby Barnes & Noble, and snatched up a copy of Romancing the Silk Road. From the back cover, Chris�s intense eyes stared back at me, as if mocking my stupidity and carelessness.
�Asshole!� I spat.
When I was leaving the bookstore, I cast another look at his picture displayed at the front in the window and spat out, �Jerk!�
I finished the four hundred fifty pages of Romancing the Silk Road in three days. I was even more bitter to have to admit to myself that Chris was an excellent writer. He was able to pull readers into the story, to make them vicariously experience all the adventures, dangers, discomforts, and mystery of the desert. But there was no question that he�d gotten all of it from my journal. However, since I�d left out my affair with Alex, the love story in his novel was between the English professor, based on himself, and his student�me. Very clever. The ending of the story was that �I� refused to go back to civilization, married a Uyghur, converted to Islam, and settled in the desert, while �he,� the professor, heartbroken, went back to his teaching and writing his memoir. So in the novel, he was the victim because �I� was the one who�d mercilessly left him for an exotic man to live in a strange land. The rest of the novel was lifted in toto from my adventures.
�Shit! Shit! Chris, how could you do this to me!?� I screamed as I picked up the phone and dialed his number over and over but got only his impersonal, recorded voice. I responded by leaving a very personal, angry message. When he heard it he would at least know where I was coming from.
In ten minutes, just when I was about to call again, the phone rang. I snatched up the receiver and screamed, �How can you do this to me?�
�Lily?�
It was my agent.
�Ellen, I�m so sorry. I thought it was someone else.�
�Did you read in the New York Times about Romancing the Silk Road?�
�Yes.�
�So you know.�
�Yes.�
�How could this have happened?�
I had no choice but told Ellen everything.
A long silence but for some deep exhalations on both ends.
�What are we going to do now?� I asked timidly.
�I just called your editor and discussed this with her. She said that Center Books will probably sue Chris Adams for plagiarism, or will arrange a press meeting for you to tell all. You have the credibility, since you had the firsthand experience and he didn�t. During the meeting, you can show reporters your notes taken during your trip, your mother�s and your healer friend�s journals, all the photographs and stuff like that. He�ll look very bad, so maybe we won�t even have to take legal action. You ready for this?�
�I think so.�
�Lily, may I ask you something personal?�
�Go ahead.�
�Did you have a romantic relationship with Chris Adams?�
�Yes.� Ashamed, my voice came out weak and vulnerable.
Her response surprised me. �Good, that�s a great story for the media. A famous novelist and university professor took advantage of his student�s dire situation to seduce her, then plagiarized from her work based on her courageous solo journey. Lily, you�re going to be a star in all the major media. The publisher�s publicity and I are working on it right now. Just be sure you�re available for all the interviews.�
Before I could respond, she had already hung up.
Musing on the whole thing, I suddenly remembered Master Soaring Crane�s pouches. I took the piece of paper out of the second one and saw:
See all, but stay hidden.

Damn! I should have looked at it sooner because that was the very mistake I made�not keeping my journal hidden from Chris.

Three weeks later when my memoir, The Mountains of Heaven, came out, I was thrown into a series of frantic activities. In the end my publisher didn�t need to sue Chris for plagiarism. I just told my story and it worked. My memoir shot up to number ten on the New York Times best-seller list, the highest commercial success any new author could dream of. I wondered if Chris now remembered what he had once told me: �Any writer would run over his or her mother, father, grandmother, grandfather, and any remaining family members to be on the New York Times best-seller list, even if only once.�
Ha! I didn�t even have to do that, for both of my parents, in fact, both pairs of my parents, were no longer on this Red Dust for me to �run over.�
Chris�s Romancing the Silk Road did not fare well because of the bad publicity. I even heard a rumor that he was blacklisted and wouldn�t get any more contracts.

�Congratulations, Lily.� One day Ellen called me, two months after my memoir had been sitting on the best-seller list. �You�ll soon receive a check, a very fat one.�
�May I ask what kind? I hope not saturated or trans fat.�
She laughed heartily. �Ha, very funny. You�ll laugh out loud when I tell you.�
�Fifty thousand?�
�Oh, think big, please.�
�A hundred?� My heart was beating like a battle drum.
�Lily! You heard what I said, think big!�
�Two hundred?�
Her high-pitched laughter pealed like the most sonorous church bell. �Five hundred.�
�What? Are you kidding?!�
�Nope. Besides, I just sold your novel for movie rights.�
The rest of the conversation was a complete blur.

36
The Book Tour

I was flown first class to the West Coast for a multistore book tour, put up in a five-hundred-dollar-a-night suite at the Mark Hopkins Hotel in San Francisco, and driven to the different bookstores in a limo with TV and a minibar. Was this a mirage, like the one Alex and I�d seen in the desert an incarnation ago?
I was to do reading/signings at Barnes & Noble, Borders, Book Passage, Book Inc., Kepler�s, among others.
Arriving at my first West Coast event, the San Francisco Borders, I was surprised to find the space already packed, with the crowd spilling into the hallway. The manager, a lively, thirtyish man, led me to the podium as the audience enthusiastically clapped.
After forty minutes of talking and reading about my desert adventures, passions, and survival, it was time for questions.
�Did you write this book for money?� asked a young man with a smug expression.
�Of course!�
Laughter spilled like water from a sprinkler.
I went on. �We write�or sing, or paint, or act, or play music�for all kinds of reasons. Not only money, but curiosity, challenge, to prove something� But who minds being paid for all of our painful efforts? And what about our bills?�
�Yay!� a group of young men yelled.
When the commotion died down, a very old, heavily made up lady in the front row demanded, �Where�s Alex? Do you miss him? Are you going to try to find him?�
The unexpected question brought tears to my eyes, but I blinked them back. I nodded. �Yes. And if anyone here happens to know his whereabouts, please tell me.�
More laughter as a few girls clapped and giggled.
A fortyish, professional-looking woman in a black suit raised her hand. �How do you feel about losing your mother, finding another one, then losing her again?�
�How would you feel?�
Another round of loud laughter rang out.
The audience was so enthusiastic that finally the manager had to stop the Q&A session to announce that it was time for the signing. In less than a minute, the queue already snaked all the way past the in-store caf�. A staff member gave out slips of paper for buyers to write down names to save time and avoid misspellings.
As I began to tire of repeatedly signing my name, a woman�s soft-spoken, accented English snaked into my ears. �Miss Lin, I�m Lingzi Lee. Very pleased to meet you in person.�
I looked up and saw the face of a fortyish Asian woman, somehow familiar. �Have we met?�
She shook her head. �I don�t think so.�
�But I�m almost certain I�ve seen you somewhere.�
She pointed to a young man behind her, now moving up to us. �Maybe my son is the one you met?�
I almost fainted the moment my eyes landed on his face.
�Lily.�
�Alex!�
This time I could not hold back my tears. But then my joy at seeing Alex immediately changed to anxiety�he looked so gaunt and weak. What had happened?
I asked softly, �Alex, you lost a lot of weight. Are you OK?�
He nodded. �I�ll explain later. But don�t worry, I�m fine.�
�You sure?�
A chubby teenager behind Alex was the first to figure out what was going on. She screamed excitedly to her girlfriend, then everyone in the bookstore, �That�s Alex Luce, Lily Lin�s lover in the desert!�
Now all eyes were glued on us. Alex�s Chinese mother snatched out a couple of tissues and handed them to me. �You never imagined a reunion under public scrutiny, did you?�
Alex said, �Mother and I have just arrived from Taiwan.�
I extended my hand to shake Lingzi Lee�s. �Nice to meet you, Miss Lee.�
A pretty smile bloomed on the kind face. �Please just call me Lingzi.�
Alex spoke again. �Lily, finish your signings first, then we�ll talk. I will wait for you.�
�But please stay close where I can see you.�
Suddenly Alex leaned to my face and kissed me deeply on my lips, lingering for a long time. I was too shocked to respond. But not the audience�they broke into rounds of frantic applause and loud cheers.
Someone shouted, �Alex Luce is over there!�
Heads turned to scrutinize my desert lover, then ping-ponged between us.
A middle-aged woman yelled to me, �Wow. So young and handsome. Does he have a brother?�
I yelled back, �Go to the desert and find out!�
Feeling dizzy and choking back tears, I was achingly conscious of Alex�s stare and the audience�s curious ones as he stepped aside for me to greet fans.
The event finally ended at 10 PM. The manager thanked me. �Readers absolutely love you and your book.� He turned to wink at Alex, who was patiently waiting for me with his mother in a corner.
Then he turned back to wink at me. �I think you should definitely write a sequel to your memoir.�
I nodded.
�Better strike while the iron is hot.� He winked again, smiled, then walked away.
I wondered, Which iron should I strike�writing the sequel while my memoir was hot or marrying Alex when our passion was hot. Or both?
I only hoped the winks were not just muscle tics.
The three of us�Alex, Lingzi Lee, and I�got into the limo waiting outside. After a short ride, we got off at the Mark Hopkins Hotel and I led them straight to the restaurant in the hotel lobby.
Lingzi seemed fascinated by the elegant d�cor, the overpriced menu, and the gathering of richly dressed diners.
I was happy to see that it was not the d�cor or menu but me that held Alex�s attention. His eyes wouldn�t leave me, despite the parade of elegant women passing by.
Even though the waitress was beginning to show signs of impatience, Alex ignored the menu lying closed in front of him.
I kicked him under the table.
�Ouch!� he exclaimed.
Lingzi immediately came to her son�s rescue. �You OK, son? You want some Chinese medicinal oil?�
�Oh, no, mother, please don�t poison me with pungent oil!�
I kicked him again.
�Something wrong?�
�Alex, you need to eat. Look at the menu and decide what you want.�
�Lily��his eyes penetrated mine��I know what I want.�
I hissed, �Alex, please let�s order and not keep her waiting.�
Finally, to get things started, I ordered a Coke, Alex a beer, and his mother tea.
When the drinks arrived, we all lowered our heads to sip our beverages, trying to hide the awkwardness of each other�s long-missed presence. While occupied with the book signing I had pushed my concern for Alex�s health to the back of my mind. Now, looking at his hollow face and loose clothes, I felt a surge of worry.
When Lingzi left for the washroom, I asked, �Alex, tell me the truth, are you OK?�
�Lily, I�ve been sick.�
My heart flipped. �What�s wrong?� I was almost afraid to hear his answer and prayed to myself that Alex did not have anything terrible like cancer.
�When I returned to New York, the doctors found out I had pneumonia. I was hospitalized for more than a month because of some other complications. I had an IV in for three weeks and had new doctors coming to look at me every day. Later, when I was finally discharged from the hospital, Mom and Dad moved me to Dad�s vacation house in the Hamptons.�
That was why Alex had never answered the phone, because he�d almost died, not because he�d fallen in love with a pretty girl his age! Worse, I had been occupied with writing my memoir and had not been there for him. It was his parents, whom I had disliked from the moment I�d met them, who had saved my lover�s life. I was wrong to have thought they were cold and mean to Alex. Even if they were, they showed their love by getting him the best possible care when he was seriously ill.
Alex reached over with his napkin to wipe my face. �Don�t be sad, Lily, I�m fine now. It just takes time to gain the pounds back�.�
Just then Lingzi came back. Alex grabbed my hand under the table; I held on to it for dear life.
I said to the mother and son, �Alex and Lingzi, please tell me how you two found each other.�
The mother sighed, then spoke in Chinese. �Hai, twenty-two long, agonizing years.�
I feared that once a mother started to talk about her child�baby or adult�she couldn�t stop. But at this point the waitress returned and we hurriedly opened our menus and ordered.
As if able to read my mind, Lingzi said, �I know you two can�t wait to be left alone, so I�ll be quick. Twenty-three years ago I was a theater student here at Columbia University. It was a miserable and humiliating experience for me�until I finally admitted to myself that I can�t act and gave up. Depressed, I started to drink too much. Then one night I met a guy and� that�s how Alex and his sister came to be. I never saw his father again. I was broke and had no choice but give them up for adoption. After that, I went back to Taiwan without knowing that my girl�.�
At this point, Lingzi stopped. She took out a handkerchief to wipe tears. Alex silently put his arm around his mother.
She went on. �Lily, when you have a baby, never think of giving it up to someone else.�
�Didn�t you try to find Alex?�
She shook her head. �I really didn�t know how to. So you don�t know how pleased I am when Alex found me.�
I turned to her son. �Alex, how did you track down your mother?�
�My parents knew who she was because it was a private adoption. They wouldn�t tell me before, but when I was in the hospital and they thought I might die, they told me.�
Lingzi chimed in. �All I had was a picture until he met me at the airport.�
�Alex, you are very good at tracking people down. How did you know that I would be in San Francisco?�
�Two days ago when Mother and I passed by here on our way to Chinatown, I spotted a poster announcing your reading tonight.�
The rest of the meal was spent catching up with the events of the past year. When the waitress came to ask if we wanted dessert, Lingzi suggested we leave.
At the hotel lobby, she said, �I�ll leave you two alone together. I will get a taxi and go back to my hotel. See you both tomorrow.�
As I was thinking how to respond, Alex whispered into my ear. �Please, Lily, let me stay with you.�
I chuckled despite myself. �But��
�No but�.�
I turned to say good-bye but found that Lingzi was already gone.

We had barely entered my hotel room when Alex grabbed me, but I pushed him away so I could get a good look at his face. After all, we hadn�t seen each other for many months.
But Alex pulled me right back and stubbornly rested his lips on mine and his hands on my body.
�Alex,� I was mumbling between kisses, �can�t I at least take a good look at you?�
�Can�t I at least get a good taste of you?�
It was hopeless. So I let him behave like a hungry baby searching for his mother�s swelling nipple.
But after so long we were a little awkward with each other, so we talked for a while. Alex wanted to know what had happened to me in China after his departure.
After I told him everything, he said, �Just like me, you have two sets of parents. So we�re both fellow orphans and soul mates.�
He lifted my hand and ran his tongue along my palm.
When I tried to say something, he put a finger across my lips and said, �Shhh�� while starting to unbutton my dress.
In no time, we were rolling, entangling and disentangling in the soft, spacious hotel bed. The sheets and covers immediately transformed into the hot, shifting sands of the golden desert. Alex�s long fingers, like the little desert lizards, ambushed me from all sides. When he entered me, I dug my nails deep into his back and, like a bloodthirsty desert animal, sank my teeth into his neck. Then, as his sex lingered inside mine and our tongues darted around inside each other�s mouths, I felt we were nothing but one huge ball of sexual energy. Gaunt as he looked, Alex hadn�t lost a bit of his sexual qi.
Watching him, I felt as if I were back in my little cottage in the desert, the warm morning sun melting all my worries.
After love, we cuddled against each other, savoring the just-accomplished war of sex.
I caressed his bony face. �Alex, can you not scream so loud? What if people next door hear us? We might see them when we go out in the morning. Then I�ll have no face left.�
My lover�s knowing fingers circled my breast. �Lily, what do you think people come to a hotel for? To watch TV?�
The next morning we made love again, and after that, we ordered up from room service.
He said, �Lily, I feel as if I�d been looking for you my whole life. To find you I had to travel to Xian, all along the Silk Road, into the Taklamakan Desert, even to New York.�
�Alex, but now it�s over, and you have me right here with you.�
He looked straight into my eyes, his expression serious. �Lily, will you marry me?�
I said jokingly, �I guess there are no more excuses to say no anymore?�
�I�m afraid not.�
�Of course.�

Epilogue

Alex and I had our small but cozy wedding ceremony in a small church in lower Manhattan. Besides Lingzi Lee, Frank Luce, Donna Adler, and their respective spouses and children, we only invited a few other people including, of course, my agent and my editor, as well as a few friends and classmates. Frank, and especially Donna, seemed to have gotten over their animosity toward me. After the service they went up to congratulate us.
Donna pecked my cheek, then smiled her heavily made-up smile. �Lily, take very good care of Alex for us. He�s still a child.�
I nodded.
Frank gave me a bear hug, adding, �My son, what a lucky man!�
I nodded again, my eyes brimming with tears.

Three days after the wedding, Lingzi went back to Taiwan. Unmoved by our constant pleadings, she adamantly refused to stay.
�Life here is not for me. You two live very well, no fights, no drinking, and no cheating, eh? Also, give me grandchildren, quick! Besides, I�m getting old, I don�t want to be a ghost wandering in foreign land.�
We chuckled.
�One day, you two bring your little ones to visit me in Taiwan.�
After the wedding, I finally settled down to begin writing again�in fact to finish my second book, which was actually the first one, my coming-of-age-family-saga novel. Alex went back to graduate school in Columbia�s East Asian Studies Program. To honor our encounter, he chose the history of Silk Road travel as the subject of his thesis.
�But I doubt anyone will ever read it after the huge success of your memoir.� He smiled.
Then he looked at me seriously. �Do you really have the yin eye, Lily?�
I nodded. �Sometimes. But I need to meditate hard and channel all my energies to open it. The Silk Road has a thousand years� worth of spirits, but here there are not so many. Anyway, now I am interested in the living, not the dead. So, I don�t want to do this anymore. But I will send some money to Keku.�
�Excellent idea!� Alex enthused.

One rainy day, after a meeting with my editor in midtown, I waited for a taxi in the heavy downpour. My one hand frantically waved at any yellow passing cars while my other hand held a wind-battered umbrella. Finally, a cab appeared in front of me. When I was about to open the door, a soaked and disheveled man tried to grab the taxi away from me.
�Asshole!� I screamed.
He turned, and I couldn�t believe who it was.
A down-and-out Chris!
�Chris, what are you doing here in the rain without an umbrella?!� I yelled.
He looked so embarrassed that his face turned the color of a tomato. �Oh, Lily, I�m so sorry, I don�t mean to��
�But you did.�
�I just got a call from Preston�s babysitter telling me that Jenny�s sick, so I��
�No need to explain. Is she OK?�
�I don�t know, that�s why I�m in such a hurry.�
�So you�re still��
�Yes, we�re still married, if that�s what you want to know.�
�So am I now.�
�I know. I read about you.�
�OK then, go ahead, back to your wife and kid. But I suspect Jenny will recover now that I am out of your life.�
I waved to the pathetic face I�d once found so irresistible. �Good-bye.�
�Take care, Lily.�
�You bet.�
Back home I didn�t bother to tell Alex�who was busy cooking in the kitchen�about the accidental meeting, but took out Master Soaring Crane�s last pouch and read:
Maintain the balance of yin and yang and everything will last.

Then my husband came out to sit down with me. As he rested his head on my lap, he placed his hand on my stomach, feeling the someone inside me kicking.
I wondered, Would our little he or she have as many adventures as Alex and I did on the way to true love?
Anyway, we�d find out in twenty or thirty long�or short�years.

ALSO BY MINGMEI YIP

Petals from the Sky
Peach Blossom Pavilion

A READING GROUP GUIDE

SONG OF THE SILK ROAD
Mingmei Yip
ABOUT THIS GUIDE
The questions and discussion topics that follow are intended to enhance your group�s reading of this book.

Discussion Questions
1. Why does Lily Lin finally decide to go to the Silk Road and carry out all her unknown aunt�s seemingly impossible demands? Would you do the same if given the chance?
2. What do you think about Lily�s ex-professor and lover Chris Adams? Does he care about her or just use her?
3. Lily falls in love with men very easily. How does this affect how you regard her character?
4. Alex Luce falls in love with Lily�who is eight years his senior�and chases her through some of China�s most dangerous places. Do you think love between an older woman and a younger man can end up happily?
5. Alex�s parents and Lily take an instant dislike to each other. Why do his parents disapprove of her?
6. Lily is not sure about her feelings for Lop Nor the herbalist. Does she feel romantic love for him or is she drawn to his tragic life?
7. Lily must seduce the monk Floating Cloud, but then she finds herself attracted to him. She tricks him so she can steal the treasures from his temple. Do you think her behavior is justified to help her aunt? How do you feel about their relationship?
8. Lily has to tell the blind fortune-teller Soaring Crane nothing but lies. Why?
9. According to the Subtle Purple Calculus fortune-telling described in the novel, everyone�s life is already mapped out the instant he or she is born. Is this the way things work out in the novel? To what extent are the main characters in control of their own destiny?
10. What is the significance of the jade necklace and ivory bracelet? Do you think such objects can affect the person who wears them?
11. Do you like Lily�s Muslim neighbor Keku and her son, Mito? Why?
12. Mindy Madison, Lily�s supposedly mysterious aunt, turns out to be someone else. What do you think about Mindy�s revelations near the end, and what does this say about her fundamental character?
13. Art smuggling is widespread in contemporary China. Art dealers defend themselves as protecting works that might otherwise be destroyed. Do you think removing the art from China is justified?
14. Toward the end of the novel, Chris Adams does something potentially very damaging to Lily. How do you feel about what happens to him as a result?
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