Shanglong Temple

Translated from the Chinese by Ting Wang

with life—all passing-by vehicles are whirling away at a helter-

skelter pace. This truck is no exception. Like an exhausted fugitive,
it’s been panting all the way, evading the chasing rain. The driver frees
one hand to roll down the window. The crank handle is broken. He utters
a curse, opens his palm, and gives the glass a pat; it instantly falls off.
Outside is the dark, leaden sky. One moment the raindrops are boorish, the
next they are gentle. The wipers are swinging left and right feebly, sweep-
ing the constant, irregular stream of rainwater off the windshield. Glancing
into the rearview mirror, the driver sees the road, like surging black waves,
chasing his truck—which resembles a desolate boat bobbing in the storm.
This truck, maybe, there is a story behind it. That face in the rearview
mirror, appearing worn-out and pale—the remnants of sweat on the fore-
head are still visible, the pair of terrified eyes hasn’t calmed down—maybe
there’s a story hidden behind it, too.

The rain hasn’t stopped. Only the raindrops become notably smaller
once the truck turns around a mountain pass. The sound of the rain
pattering on the corn leaves in the field is no longer that rough, and the
rushing rapids suddenly become audible. The northern sky is still dark,
whereas the southern sky has turned a lot bluer and much brighter.
Several shabby little redbrick houses appear ahead just off the left side of
the road. A temple under construction can be dimly seen, looming erect
in the cornfield and appearing strangely incongruous, although not totally
senseless. The driver knows he’s in Shanglong Temple now. Last year
when he passed through here, the scaffolding for the temple was already
set up, but now the construction still hasn’t completed. This isn’t a good
place to burn incense and worship the gods, he muses. They’re building
the temple perhaps just to make Shanglong Temple live up to its name.
He’s familiar with this place; like most drivers, he can discern all those
storefronts that cater exclusively to truck drivers. There are altogether
three roadside stores in Shanglong Temple: one gas station, one five-and-
ten, and one that’s hard to tell whether it’s a restaurant or an inn—the
restaurant portion greets the road with flashy colors, while the inn por-
tion curls behind the restaurant, half-hidden. Some locals have told him

Q midst the rain, the quiet stillness of the road nonetheless pulses
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that actually all three stores belong to the same proprietress—the drivers
all call her Shanglong Temple Boss Lady.

A girl in a green miniskirt holding a floral umbrella is standing by the
road, trying to stop vehicles and solicit customers. Her arm is stretched out
from under the umbrella in a coquettish gesture, as though it’s ready to
inflict gentle violence on someone. Her legs—one crossed over the other—
are exposed, in black and white, and rather eye-catching. Taking a closer
look, the driver realizes the girl is actually wearing a pair of black stockings
adorned with glittering pearly sequins—which appear like tiny specks of
starry night sky.

“Big brother, come on over. It’s time to take a tea break!” The girl makes
a rather explicit hand signal, then chuckles, her hand covering her lips.

The driver is accustomed to seeing such hand signals. Without respond-
ing immediately, his eyes are darting between the girl’s face and the road,
with much hesitation. It’s his hand that first decides to stop—by applying
the parking brake. So he submits to the command of his hand. Instantly,
his tense body relaxes, slouching over the steering wheel. “Okay, I'll take a
break,” he says. He knows himself well, but the girl somehow manages to
calm him down so quickly; that catches him rather by surprise. While back-
ing his truck into the parking space, he sees his own face reflected in the
rearview mirror: it still looks pale, but his eyes start to emit energy, spar-
kling with a vague yet expectant brightness—an enthusiastic brightness.

The girl looks somewhat childlike, with a lovely smile indicative of an
eagerness to please but also shyness. She’s particularly curious about what
the truck carries, standing on tiptoe to look into the open-top container.
She’s apparently disappointed to find there’s nothing in there. “Oh, you’ve
got an empty truck. That guest who just left had a full load of Coca-Cola!”
“So what? He didn’t offer you a can, did he?” says the driver. The girl seems
clueless about men’s usual tactic for chatting up a girl, and mistakes it for
a gibe from him. She closes the umbrella, shaking the water off it, while
retorting, “I couldn’t care less about it—tastes like cough syrup, just awful.”

Shanglong Temple looks the same as last year. The muddy ground in front
of the storefronts is trampled with truck tire tracks; with the rain, numer-
ous puddles of various sizes have popped up. Wet, junked tires pile up, like
a small mountain, against the wall of the auto shop. A couple of chickens
raised by the restaurant are loitering around the puddles, looking for food
perhaps. “This way, big brother,” says the girl, pointing her umbrella to
direct the driver to the restaurant. “Over this side—there’s water on the
other side!”

“I can certainly manage these few steps,” the driver chuckles. “You need
not be so attentive yet.”
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“Our proprietress has instructed us to make a good first impression,” the
girl explains sincerely. “Last month, she went on a trip to observe other
businesses.”

“Why bother with first impression? I'm a regular customer. I've been here
several times, how come I've never met you before?” The driver skips over
a puddle, and then he suddenly remembers the name of the girl he met last
year. “How’s Xiao Xue? Is Xiao Xue in?”

“Which Xiao Xue?” The girl’s eyes sparkle. “I am Xiao Xue. Do you know
me?”

“No, I don’t know you. I know that Xiao Xue—she’s round-faced, wearing
a short bob, chubbier than you, with darker skin. Is she still working at the
restaurant?”

“I'm the only Xiao Xue here, there’s no one else by this name,” says the
girl. “What did that Xiao Xue do?”

“Same as you—standing here, soliciting customers.”

“Impossible! I've been here for more than a year. I am Xiao Xue. How
come there’s another Xiao Xue. That’s just impossible!” The girl looks like
she has been fooled. She turns back to look at the driver’s face, then glances
at his shoes. “Ah, your shoes, so filthy dirty!” suddenly she cries out. “I told
you to watch your step, but you just ignored me. Look at your shoes, all
covered with mud!”

The driver doesn’t mind his muddy shoes. He tries hard to remember
something, his brows puckering in a frown. “That’s really weird. There’s
no way I could get this wrong. That Xiao Xue had a mole on her chin, but
you don’t,” he says. “Or perhaps you girls here all have the same name? So
your name is also Xiao Xue?”

“How could that be? There’s no way we would all be called Xiao Xue.
What a mess would have been made of it! We’ve got Xiao Mei, Xiao Ling,
and Xiao Li here. They are on the night shift. I'm the only one on the day
shift.” Her voice is getting louder; all of a sudden, she swears an oath, “May
a curse fall on me if I'm not telling the truth. My name is indeed Xiao Xue.”

The driver becomes somewhat confused. He suspects he may have mixed
up Xiao Xue of Shanglong Temple with some other girl he’s met along the
way. Nonetheless, he’s always confident in his memory. Even his colleagues
in the transportation company acknowledge that he excels at remembering
two things: one is directions, and the other is names of girls he has chanced
upon here and there.

The proprietress emerges in haste from the inn in the rear, holding a hand-
ful of sunflower seeds in her palms. She wears a thick layer of foundation
on her scraggy face and red lipstick; she smiles, revealing a row of black-
ened, crooked teeth. “Big bro, we haven’t seen you for a long time.” She
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squints at the driver for a moment, then suddenly stretches out her fingers
and pokes his shoulder. “Those of you traveling from port to port are most
heartless. We did a heck of a job attending upon you last time, yet you’ve
forgotten all about your big sis’s business.”

Even so, the driver isn’t sure whether the Shanglong Temple Boss Lady
really recognizes him. Maybe she remembers him, maybe she doesn’t. He
has seen too much of this stuff at roadside stores. He gives a decorous smile
and sits down at the table. “As usual,” he says, “I'll have two stir-fry dishes
and a bowl of noodle with shredded pork and pickled mustard greens.”

Two men are playing poker around a cardboard box near the kitchen.
They cast a glance at him and then look back down at their cards. The
driver has never seen them before. He suspects that the proprietress just
keeps them in the store—such idle men can be seen in all roadside stores
along the way; they always sit there, whereas it’s the women who are mov-
ing about. The reception counter near the entrance is painted pink, with a
black-and-white television set on top of it. The girl who claims to be Xiao
Xue turns on the TV as soon as she gets in. Perhaps due to its age, the TV
makes a buzzing sound, but shows no image. The girl picks up a slipper and
smacks it on the left, then on the right. Suddenly the picture jumps on the
screen. It’s a TV series from Hong Kong—one male character, one female
character, conversing casually with each other, both speaking Mandarin
with odd-sounding accents; after listening to them for a bit, one figures out
they are actually talking about romantic feelings.

The driver watches the TV show absentmindedly, then looks out the
window while speaking to Xiao Xue. “Every time I pass by here, I wonder
why it’s called Shanglong Temple. Is that because there was once a temple
named Shanglong Temple?”

Xiao Xue apparently becomes fixated on the show without responding;
the two card-playing men, instead, take up the thread of the conversation.
“There once was a Shanglong Temple, but it caught fire during the reign of
Emperor Guangxu and was burned down to the ground,” one says. “No,
it wasn’t totally burnt down,” says the other. “There was still a big pile
of bricks left. Some villagers had used them to make a pigsty and raise
pigs there.”

“Raising pigs? How could they think up such a stupid idea?” the driver
laughs. “Where’s the pile of bricks? At the same site where the temple is
being built?”

“You’ve got your eye on the bricks, too?” The skinny one darts a glance
at the driver and suddenly becomes indignant. “They had all been stolen,
damn! I heard that some city folks are in the business of trading ancient
bricks, one brick is worth about ten yuan!”
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At this point Xiao Xue starts to protest from inside the counter. “Will you
lower your voices? I'm watching this show here—the final two episodes;
you keep on interrupting, I can barely hear anything.”

The proprietress emerges out of the kitchen, carrying dishes of food in
her hands. She gives a kick to the cardboard box between the two men.
“You're still playing the cards, still at it,” she admonishes. “Can’t you just
go in the kitchen and help clean and prepare the vegetables?” By the time
she walks up to the driver, a big amiable smile has come upon her face.
“You see, it’s real tough to run a business,” she says. “My employees are a
bunch of lazy bones—I'm keeping busy, while they’re indulging themselves
in playing cards and watching TV!” The driver wants to say something,
but instead, he yawns. “I simply can’t take the sound of TV—it makes me
sleepy right away.” The proprietress blinks her eyes and looks attentively at
the driver. “Big bro, you don’t look well,” she calls out fussily. “You don’t
look so good. It’s high time you took a break. How long have you been driv-
ing? You look really tired.”

The driver shakes his head. Sitting aslant in the chair, he gives her a
vague, complicated smile.

“Big bro, are you alright?” The proprietress stretches out her hand and
touches his forehead. “It’s not hot. Well, that’s good! You're not sick,” she
says. “It’s not easy to earn a living—putting your life on the line; big bro,
ain’t I right? I bet you're just plain tired, you will get better after resting up.”

“Nope, it’s not that I got tired,” says the driver. “To tell you the truth, I
got terrified. There was an accident at Ante Temple Village.”

“Who got into an accident?” The proprietress becomes nervous and
abruptly takes a step back away from him; then she asks tentatively, “Big
bro, you'’re alright, aren’t you?”

“If  weren’t alright, I wouldn’t be sitting here,” the driver titters, shaking
his legs under the table. “No, it wasn’t me,” he says. “Don’t goggle at me
like that. It wasn’t me. It was the driver hauling coal in front of me!”

“Those coal trucks are the wildest; their drivers are all madmen, it’s
almost like they’re knocking over people on purpose.” The proprietress
speaks in a way that’s pleasing to her patron’s ears, yet at the same time
also showing an appropriate level of interest in the misfortune. “Did you
see the person knocked over with your own eyes? Big bro, who got hit?”

“It’s an old man. I saw him bursting up in the air like a firecracker. The
coal truck was staying in front of me, its driver had passed me shortly
before. I saw him hit the old man—with the sound of a crash, bloody hell,
like setting off firecrackers! I've been driving trucks for years, never saw
anyone hit with my own eyes before. That old man was just bursting up
like a firecracker!”
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“Well then, hurry up and save the man! There’s a health clinic at Ante
Temple Village.”

“Save the man? That guy didn’t even get off his truck, that son of bitch,
he just drove off! I was right behind him, so I had a wolf by the ears—
almost impossible either to move forward or back away. I clenched my teeth
and drove on, but I didn’t expect to find that person still alive; the moment
I drove by, he sat up with a start, his entire body covered in blood, and he
was trying to grab hold of my truck!”

“That’s indeed terrifying!” the proprietress cries out in astonishment.
“That person who got hit...he wasn’t dead? So, is he dead now?”

“How would I know? I was scared half to death by him.” The driver
starts to pick up his food with chopsticks. “It’s unlikely he will make it,”
he says while chewing. “He got onto the road from the field. It was rain-
ing, the raindrops bigger than soybeans, and it’s hard to see the road. Old
country folks like him are slow to respond, they all hurry along, lowering
their heads; goddamn it, they think the country has built the road for them
alone! The old man was carrying on his back a basket containing red pep-
pers. Once hit, he sprang up like a firecracker, and the red peppers also flew
up and spread all over the road. I kid you not. Both the old man and the red
peppers were flying up, like a big firecracker exploding!”

The driver’s voice sounds a bit excited. Xiao Xue over by the counter pro-
tests again, “I beg you, lower your voice. I can’t hear anything—Miss Fang
is writing her last words, and she’s about to commit suicide!”

The proprietress looks askance at Xiao Xue, whom she intends to admon-
ish, yet she ends up craning her neck to get a better view of the TV screen;
apparently the show is on her mind, too. “I thought Miss Fang was sup-
posed to die in yesterday’s episode, but she’s only writing the final words
now!” the proprietress says, flashing an apologetic smile at the driver. “This
is a pretty good show. I watch it every day.” Then she suddenly lowers her
voice and moves her face closer to his ear. “In a little while, I will arrange
to have Xiao Xue go to the rear to pound your back and help you relax,” she
says. “She’s a good-looking gal. What do you say?”

The driver hesitates a bit. “She wants to watch TV. Just let her watch,” he
says. “I can just go take a nap at the rear.”

“What good will a mere nap do you?” She gives the driver a flirtatious
nudge. “Just leave it to me. You’re exhausted and need some real relaxation.
Now that you are in big sis’s place, you will be well taken care of,” she says.
“You are here because of my business’s reputation, I will make sure you
leave here happy and satisfied. I will take care of everything.”

The driver looks at the girl in front of the TV, then glances out the win-
dow—after pausing briefly, the rain has started again. There’s no traffic
in sight; the road in the rain—still resembling a blackwater river—glitters

THE IOWA REVIEW 143



with shimmering lights. A chicken, or perhaps a duck, from the restaurant
makes its way onto the road, sauntering around.

“When will they finish building the temple?” mutters the driver. His
question escapes the proprietress, who is now sitting in front of the TV,
nervously staring at the screen while spitting out the sunflower seed shells
with sputtering sounds. That girl named Xiao Xue is sitting on the counter.
Apart from her black stockings and the flowers embroidered in silver thread
on them, he can only see her side profile—the curves of her breasts care-
fully hidden under her sleeveless top, just like the corn in the fields hidden
inside the husks. She’s sitting there with her hands under her thighs; that
posture looks familiar and reminds him of the other girl named Xiao Xue
from his memory. Perhaps she’s that very Xiao Xue he met last time? Or
perhaps he’s mixed up—all these years he’s been driving long-distance, he’s
met one too many girls at roadside stores. What puzzles him is her attitude
towards him; if she were indeed that Xiao Xue, she would have recognized
him. Last year, at Shanglong Temple, he met this weepy country girl, who
didn’t know a thing, like a lamb in a slaughterhouse ready to sacrifice
herself for eighty yuan. But he did nothing to her; her tears and her meek,
timid looks aroused his sympathy. He didn’t do anything to her, but he
still paid the full amount, and even included a tip. He remembers how that
Xiao Xue kissed him on the cheek clumsily to express her gratitude. She
said, “Big brother, I won't forget you all my life. You’re a good person.” Of
course he’s a good person. He did nothing but still paid the money; he was
proud of himself for that. He’s certain that Xiao Xue of Shanglong Temple
still remembers him; but the fact of the matter is, he feels doubly disap-
pointed—he can’t be sure who Xiao Xue is; besides, it seems Xiao Xue no
longer recognizes him.

The decorations in the room are spartan and uncouth—an old-fashioned
plank bed, a washbasin stand, a wall filled with posters of Hong Kong and
Taiwanese movie stars, and a newly washed PVC plastic rug on the floor
that feels greasy and slippery. The driver sees a large mosquito net hanging
from the ceiling and draping down onto the bed—the kind that one hardly
sees in big cities anymore. He doesn’t remember seeing such a mosquito net
when passing by Shanglong Temple last year, maybe because that was in the
fall. He slips into the net, touches here and there—the bedding seems clean
and smells of perfume. He slowly lies down and heaves a sigh. He knows
what the proprietress will arrange for him; he is waiting for something
while combing his hair with his fingers. What’s different this time—from
his previous visits to roadside stores—is that he’s heavyhearted; he’s wait-
ing for something, yet he’s not sure what he wants to do.
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Xiao Xue walks in, carrying a thermos flask in her hand. Apparently
she’s goaded into the room, unwillingly; her smile appears forced. “Big
brother, wash yourself first,” she says, standing outside the net. “I was
instructed by the proprietress to ask you to wash up.”

“Wash what? You're asking me to wash my feet?” says the driver.

She wriggles her body and stays silent. Her expression clearly shows she’s
serving him reluctantly.

“What do you want me to wash? Just say it.” The driver pokes his head
out and throws a glance at Xiao Xue. Sensing that she has no intention of
responding, he draws back and says from inside the net, “I'm not gonna
wash anything. I'm not dirty, why do I need to wash?”

“T don’t care. Your hygiene is your own business,” says Xiao Xue. “I'm
making it clear up front—I’'m not on the night shift; I don’t do that thing.”

“What thing do you not do?” The driver lets out a laugh inside. “I've
never met a girl like you—if you do nothing, what are you here for?” he
says. “Go ask your proprietress to come here!”

“I'm not going. Anyway, it’s not like I've offended you—our customer.”
Xiao Xue’s voice suddenly softens outside the net, it almost sounds like
she’s defending herself. She places the thermos flask by the bedside. As if
pondering something, she says hesitantly, “Big brother, if you don’t feel like
washing, then just don’t wash. I can wash your feet, pound your back, and
even scratch your itch—but on one condition, okay?”

“Oh, aren’t you fussy. I just want to relax; it’s not like I'm dating you. On
what condition?”

“Fifteen minutes,” says Xiao Xue. “Just fifteen minutes, okay? Then, I
will go watch TV in the next room. But please don’t tell the proprietress.”

“Impossible.” Once the driver understands what Xiao Xue means, he
can’t help laughing. “Impossible,” he says, imitating her voice. “Fifteen
minutes is hardly enough time for me to relax. I'll just pay half the amount
then, how’s that?”

“Big brother, be merciful. The final two episodes will resume after ten
minutes commercial break. I really want to see the finale; please say yes—is
that a yes?”

“Impossible!” the driver says in a falsetto. “You are treating me like an
animal, heh?” Suddenly something crosses his mind. “Just make it ten
minutes then. Why fifteen?” he says.

“The theme song at the beginning lasts five minutes.” Taking that to mean
he’s accommodating, Xiao Xue becomes happy. “Big brother, I knew you're a
good person,” she says. “I will remember your kindness all my life!”

“You said that last year, and now you're saying the same thing again,” the
driver sneers inside the net. “For your type of girls, what can you remem-
ber? All you remember is money.”
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“What do you mean? Big brother, why did you suddenly get mad at me?”
Xiao Xue stands there, befuddled, not quite sure what to do, her hand—
which is about to lift up the net—withdrawn. “Why did you say such a
thing? What type of girls are we? Do you even know me at all?” She turns
her head sideways, looking at the posters on the wall, muttering, “If you
look down on me, I won’t beg for serving you. Even if you tell on me to the
proprietress, I won’t be afraid. What a dingus!”

“How dare you call me names?”

“I didn’t call you names. When did I do that?”

“You just did, by referring me to a dingus.”

“That’s not so! We’ll get the wages docked for calling any customers
names. Big brother, don’t accuse me falsely.”

“How old are you, really? How come you don’t know any better? You're
so senseless, yet you’ve come out here to earn big money?” Glaring down
at the girl, the driver says, half bitterly, half playfully, “Are you really Xiao
Xue? You have, indeed, forgotten me? Last year when I passed by here, you
were sniveling, like the sentimental Lin Daiyu. I didn’t even touch you, but
I still paid the full amount. You kept saying you would remember me all
your life. Dammit, in less than a year, you've forgotten all about me? My
surname is Lin; I'm your big brother Lin!”

Xiao Xue turns her head. The driver’s self-introduction has caught her
attention. Her hand pushes up slightly one of the net’s flaps, perhaps hop-
ing to take a closer look at his face, but then she becomes embarrassed and
sits down on the edge of the bed with a plonk. She sits there, trying hard to
remember something. She squeezes her hands under her thighs, swinging
her body from side to side, as if trying to get it to help her remember. At
last, however, she still shakes her head. “Impossible. You did such a good,
generous thing, how could I possibly not remember it?” she says. “You must
be fooling me; all you drivers like to fool people. Big brother Liu, I don’t
recognize you.”

“What big brother Liu? Are you illiterate? My surname is Lin, big brother
Lin!”

“Big brother Lin, got it. Let’s just cut it out. If you say yes to me this time,
I will surely remember you next time.”

“Fine if you don’t remember. Dammit, I didn’t expect you to remember
me!” Testily, he sits up inside the net, then lies down again. Suddenly he
chortles, “Come on. Aren’t you eager to go back to watching TV? Better
hurry up if you want to catch the finale. I'm in a bad mood, and tired too;
perhaps this won’t take even ten minutes!”

Next, the driver sees Xiao Xue’s one leg enter the net and the other, after
much hesitation, finally get in as well. He avoids looking at her face, but
he’s not sure why. He sighs, mutters a curse under his breath, then looks
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up at the ceiling above the net. The top of the net is made of canequim that
has turned a bit yellow, through which he vaguely sees a few strings of red
peppers hanging from the beams. “What are those hanging above? Are
they peppers?” he asks.

“Yes, they’re peppers,” says Xiao Xue, “used in the kitchen. There’s
nowhere else to hang them, so they end up there.”

A tremor runs through his entire body. He almost subconsciously casts a
glance outside the net. There appears to be someone there—he faintly sees
an old man sitting on the floor, his face covered in blood, holding a bunch
of red peppers in both his hands. His own hands start to shake, then finally
pause in midair; he turns over, his corporeal desire that inflated inside him
receding like tidal waves, a faint cold fear surging through his body. All of
a sudden, he shakes off Xiao Xue’s hands and kicks her off the bed. “Heck,
stop kneading it,” he yells, “Go watch your TV!”

This time Xiao Xue is truly frightened. She’s not prepared for his sudden
fury, nor does she know how to cope with it. Standing barefoot outside the
net, she looks fazed for a while; then she picks up her green sandals off the
floor, holding them in her hands. “What’s wrong with you? You are freak-
ing crazy!” Finally, she starts crying and runs out of the room, carrying her
shoes. “You are all maniacs, you filthy knave! Shame on you! There’s no
way I will serve scoundrels like you!”

The driver hears the girl’s footsteps quickly recede away. Her cries sound
as if she were hugely wronged. He himself also feels inexplicably aggrieved.
Suddenly, an ordinary occurrence has become so complicated, which is not
at all what he expected. He doesn’t know what he has done in Shanglong
Temple; he doesn’t even know what he’s come to Shanglong Temple for.
Soon he hears the proprietress’s bawling and yelling, along with several
people’s flurried footsteps. He gets up and locks the door adroitly.

When the proprietress knocks on the door from outside, the driver hears
the two card-playing men whispering something to each other. “Don’t
bother to knock, everything is fine,” he says from inside. “You just watch
your TV, I will take my nap. Then I'll be on my way. How much I owe you
is totally up to you.”

“Big bro, what on earth happened between you two? If you don’t tell me,
how am I gonna resolve it?” says the proprietress. “This girl, Xiao Xue, is
hardly pliant or docile; she’s not fit for this line of work. I'd already had
someone take a message to her folks and ask them to come pick her up.
Please forgive us if you were offended in any way. When Xiao Mei and oth-
ers get here in the evening, we’ll make up and do our best to provide any
additional service you’d need.”

“I need nothing but a nap.” Even with the door between them, the
driver can smell the strong perfume the proprietress wears on her body.
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Instantly he begins to loathe perfumes. Holding his nose, he walks up to
the only window in the room. He opens the curtains and looks outside at
the expansive cornfield—a sea of yellow and green after the rain, the corn
leaves still holding crystal clear rainwater. Looking west into the distance,
along the narrow field paths, he can see that half-finished temple towering
in the field, half red and half yellow, like one gigantic, complex-structured
toy block. Everything has been drenched by the rain; a light aroma of liquor
emits from the rain-soaked cornfield. Inexplicably, he’s feeling a bit tipsy.
He spots a cluster of white shadows hovering under the scaffolding at the
construction site and becomes instantly flustered. After recovering from
startle, he realizes it’s actually a herd of white goats wandering around
the site, with no herder in sight. One white shadow climbs onto the upper
scaffolding, looking towards the direction of the inn like a sentinel. But he
can see clearly that’s not a human figure, it’s a goat, another white goat!
The driver is more than ready to go to bed, even only for ten minutes;
he feels exhausted, almost on the verge of collapse. Before he slips back
into the mosquito net, he walks to the washbasin stand and washes his
hands thoroughly with hot water—he finds them filthy, with diesel and dirt
stains between his fingers. After he’s done washing, from force of habit, he
reaches into his pocket for tissue paper. There’s none left, he only pulls out
a small empty plastic bag, and he feels something else coming out of his
pocket along with the bag and landing softly on the floor. Right at the last
second, the most terrifying thing takes place—he sees a red pepper fly out
of his pocket; it’s lying on the PVC rug, gleaming with a cold, dark red light.

Shanglong Temple at night is a different world. Its little and nimble econo-
my takes on a thriving, prosperous look. The day’s pattern of rain continues
into the evening—coming and going intermittently; the lights of Shanglong
Temple appear particularly bright in the night rain. Perhaps due to bad
weather, or the fact that the accident on the road has delayed the drivers, on
this night, Shanglong Temple is bustling with activity—a total of seventeen
truck drivers have stopped here to spend the night. Customers are filling up
the several tables in the restaurant, all the lights in the inn at the rear were
turned on in advance. The glowing and high-spirited proprietress is leading
a group of girls—in miniskirts—bustling about, running her business at
full speed.

Among those seventeen drivers is a young man whose surname is Li.
He is a tank truck driver and knows Xiao Xue. The moment he sits down,
he starts looking around for her among those showily dressed girls, but
he didn’t find her. He asks the proprietress about Xiao Xue’s whereabouts
several times. In her pell-mell rush, each time she asks him to wait, and so
he does—without drinking any alcohol or talking to other drivers. He waits
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a long time. Finally the proprietress comes to him, but with a surprising
piece of news.

“You couldn’t have come at a more inopportune time,” says she.
“Something happened to her family, just earlier today; her father got hit by
a truck while on his way here to pick her up!”

“Was it the accident at Ante Temple Village?” Little Li is in a daze. After
a while, he suddenly remembers something. “The area is still cordoned off,”
he says. “I heard the driver has fled.”

“Indeed it was. Xiao Xue was only half way through her dinner when the
police came.” Pointing towards a plastic bowl on the counter, the propri-
etress says, “Look, there’s her unfinished dinner.”

Little Li is somewhat at a loss; he opens his mouth wide, but no words
come out. The proprietress gives him a pat on the shoulder. “Oh, you silly
young man!” she says with a giggle. “You’re not the hit-and-run driver,
what’s there to be nervous about?” “Who did it?” Little Li asks offhand-
edly. The proprietress’s eyes brighten with a sudden alertness, but quickly
turn almost hollow; she seems on the verge of divulging some secret to
him, but at the last minute decides not to. “How would I know? If I had
known, I would have nabbed that bastard driver!” She waves her hand
ambivalently in the air, then taps his shoulder again. “Just stop thinking of
Xiao Xue. She’s awkward and a prude, what’s good about her?” She then
draws closer to Little Li’s ear, and whispers to him, “In a little while, I'll ask
Xiao Ling to take care of you. She’s my star employee—good looking, even
with an associate degree; I guarantee you will be satisfied.”

Little Li is a guileless young man. He notices two people at the table
opposite him raising their glasses and winking at him. His face immedi-
ately turns red. He holds up his bowl, takes a slurp of the noodle soup, and
lets his eyes quickly dart towards the window. Looking outside, he sees
many trucks parking in the pink night lights of Shanglong Temple, like a
fleet of small boats parking in the twinkling lights of a fishing harbor. Now
that the storm has passed, the streets of Shanglong Temple are all water-
logged. All those trucks are illuminated in pink lights, like a fleet of pink
boats floating in the water.
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