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Father’s Rearview Mirror

Father was born in 1949. It used to be a point of pride for him that he was born in
the same year as the New China, though he had long stopped informing others of
this fact. Before he retired, Father worked as a long-haul truck driver. It was quite
the popular job back then; along with provision store assistants and textile workers,
truck drivers occupied the loftiest heights of the employment pantheon. Whenever
Father wished to relive his glory days, he would always say that he’d driven as far
out as Tibet, then he would start humming the popular tune “The Road to Heaven:
‘“Yalasuo, that’s the Tibetan Plateau...” Though only heaven knows when he actually
did drive on the so-called “Road to Heaven. If someone asked him what this road
was really like, he would only answer by humming the song’s famous refrains over
and over. The road in Father’s memory, too, stretched on without end. He had a
habit of speeding, so he was prone to leaving others in the dust, invisible even from
his rearview mirror.

The truck drivers we saw on the road were men naked from the waist up, each
with an oily towel hanging over one shoulder. They'd have their windows rolled
down so they could spit with abandon or swear up a storm into the wind. Father
was nothing like them. Be it short-haul or long-haul, he was always impeccably
groomed: He made sure that his second button was firmly fastened to hold the
collar up, and no matter how long or hard he drove, his belt stayed buckled at the
second or third hole. By the early '90s, hair spray had come into vogue, and Father
always had a bottle ready in the truck. The wind was powerless against his slicked-
back hair. People said that he looked rather like a motorcade driver: The cargo
inside the trailer was the rest of the convoy, led by him in a training exercise on the
winding roads and national highways.

I remember it well. Father had a small photo frame hanging inside his cabin. It
didn’t contain the usual safety talisman, nor was it an icon of Chairman Mao. No,
it was a four-inch artistic portrait he had had done at the Rainbow Photography
Studio in the '8os. It was called artistic because the black-and-white photo had
some colors applied to it; they had emphasized Father’s black eyebrows, given him
a bit of redness on his lips, and colored his shirt blue. Whenever he sat in the
creaking seat, Father would look back and forth between the faraway road and the
nearby photo, his mouth curling into a smile that looked exactly like the one in the
photograph. Then he would drive on with all due smugness and pomp. He wasn’t
a fast driver. He said that no matter how fast he went, he wouldn’t be able to catch
up with the cloud floating ahead. The cloud was liable to change from moment to
moment, so what was the rush? Father certainly wasn’t in a hurry. In fact, when he



was on the road, he could hardly sense the passage of time. He would return home
and scratch his head at the calendar—“oh, we’re in the red again this month?” I
would eventually learn about the concept of inertial reference frames in my physics
class. It made sense to me. My father was in motion, and time was also in motion,
so time essentially stood still while he was on the road.

Mother stayed behind to take care of my brother and me. Our neighbors were a
couple with three kids, and the husband, Uncle Wang, worked in a printing factory.
When we compared our daily lives with our neighbors, time was suddenly in relative
motion; it ran fast and long. Mother often wondered pensively if Father would run
into trouble while on the road. Back then there were no cellphones; Father had to
rely on gas stop phones to give her updates. Sometimes the call would come early
in the morning, or late at night. Much later on I realized that, for Mother, the worst
kind of trouble my father could run into would be another woman. When I think
about it, given how my father always insisted on looking his best, and how he kept
the truck meticulously clean, he did look like a man out on a date.

Mother’s worries were not unfounded: The fact is, when he was forty, my father
and his truck did once veer off-course. This was hardly a secret, for the incident
had been etched into the neighborhood’s collective memory: Late one snowy night,
the residents of Redstone Street woke up to blares of insistent honking. It sounded
like either a madman or air raid sirens. Several people, it is said, jumped out of bed
and made a mad dash for air raid shelters. Instead, they found a truck parked right
in the middle of our street, right beneath our building. Its high beams bored into us
as it howled and bawled. It was as if the truck had called down the shivering snow.
People gaped at the strange colossus, but nobody dared to shout at it; they only
poked their heads out and regarded the injured, wailing beast.

I had no idea how long this went on for, but the truck suddenly fell silent and
its high beams turned off. It was only then that people noticed my father’s truck
had parked right up against it, bumper to bumper. For a moment all was quiet,
then Father’s truck started up with a buzzing sigh. As he pressed forward bit by bit,
the other truck retreated inch by inch. In the end, it left Redstone Street, turned
around at the roundabout, and headed north out of the city. Father’s truck followed
in silence, its high beams lighting up the road ahead. One after the other, they
drove onto the highway.

The snow, once light had shone on it, would retain its memory. When it froze,
it locked that light within. The tire tracks left by the two trucks converged in parts
but then would diverge again, each segment impossibly deep and impossibly bright.
Mother stepped on those tracks, walking back and forth endlessly.



Father returned when dawn broke. Like every time he came back after a long-
haul job, he scrubbed himself clean under a hot shower, made sure that his slicked-
back hair was as shiny as it could be, then he fell into the bed and sank into a long,
deep sleep.

People never saw that shrieking truck again. The neighbors would recount, with
a tinge of regret, how the harsh high beams had robbed them of a glimpse of the
driver, “the broad from Sichuan” “Was she pretty?” Mother had often asked, but
Father was always oblique in his answer. From where he stood, the question was
nothing more than a roadblock set up on the highway, and he would do well to steer
the truck around it.

“Don’t beat a dead horse. We are living in the New Society now. I was born
in the same year as the New China” Father swiveled around the roadblock with
confidence.

“What does the New Society have to do with this kind of foolishness?” Mother
would try to fight back her tears.

“Alright, alright, it’s all water under the bridge anyway. And it’s a bridge that my
truck has passed over long ago.” That was Father trying to soothe her.

None of us ever met the broad from Sichuan. She was Father’s faraway lover.

Before she passed, my mother also had a lover who was always faraway.
Whenever Father went on a long-haul job that took him away for more than a
week or so, Mother would spread a gray sweater of his over the pillow and reach
her hands into the sleeves. That way she would be lying right on top of him while
holding his hands. Yet strangely enough, as soon as Father returned, the lover
would vanish. Mother would complain to him at every opportunity, her tender
lovingness a distant memory. After dinner, she would send us to do our homework;
then, faced with the dirty dishes on the table, she would begin to scold my father.
At heart, she was resentful that Father didn’t spend enough time with us. He was
out there living the high life, leaving her to deal with us children back home. Father
didn’t shirk away from the accusations; he would sit quietly next to her, lighting his
cigarette with a match. Then, grasping with his thumb and index finger, he would
snap off the burnt part, transforming the match into a toothpick. The toothpick
lanced in and out of his mouth. The same was true of Mother’s complaints—they
went in one ear and out the other. Father discarded them like he did the bits of food
stuck between his teeth.



Once in a while, Father would face the roadblocks head-on and defend himself.
“Why do you think I have it so easy out there on the road? Ask yourself, do you really
think I just wouldn’t get tired?” Mother would briefly fall silent, but even though
she knew he was right, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of admitting it.

“Don’t talk to me about being tired! Here I am, all by myself, holding down a job
and taking care of two kids. When you're out there on the road, you're all alone,
and you aren’t responsible for anybody but yourself..”

“How can you say that? I'm always dragging a heavy load”

Mother invariably pictured him looking cool and sharp in the driver’s seat,
forgetting the heavy load of cargo in the back of the truck. Now that her accusations
had ceased, Father would stand up and give her a pat on the shoulder. “How can I
be all alone when I have a tractor right behind me?”

She would fall completely silent then, and the tension would slowly drain out
from her shoulders.

Father often said that he was always dragging a tractor along. Mother was the
head of that tractor; my brother was its left wheel and I the right.

When my brother and I were growing up, Father was largely absent from our
lives. He never attended a single parent-teacher conference, nor did he ever check
our homework before school. Nevertheless, he once did pay a heavy price for our
intellectual curiosity.

At the time, my brother was in 9" grade, and I was in 7. We had learned about
distant places in our Geography class, and even though Father would bring back
local specialty products from his trips, we were no longer content with looking
for place names on the wrapping paper. We pestered him for stories about those
distant places, but he often disappointed us. “Your old dad spends his days sitting
behind the windshield glass. I can’t even manage to get my feet on the ground,” he
would tell us apologetically. “I saw most of those places only in the mirror. You
know, when you see them in the rearview mirror, things appear so small and so far
away, just like your Uncle Wang’s kites.”

Uncle Wang, our neighbor, often brought back colorful paper from the printing
factory, which he fashioned into kites of all kinds. On Sundays he would take his
three daughters to fly them by the canal, and my brother and I would tag along. The
canal’s banks were wide and empty, with no shortage of winds from all directions.



The kites often ran wild in the wind. If you let one loose for even a second, it would
shoot up into the sky; before you knew it, it would become a distant dot.

If all those places Father visited were such dots to his eyes, what more could
we ask of him? But my brother and I didn’t give up so easily. We would get down
on all fours by the wheels of his truck and touch the thick tires, hoping that the
rubber’s rough exterior would give us clues about all those places Father had driven
through—Zhangjiajie, Guilin, the Nanjing Yangtze River Bridge, the Jiayu Pass
and more. Then we would worm our way into the cabin and clamor for Father
to drive us onto the highways—really, to any place that wasn't our small city. Yet
Father always held firm. The transportation group had very strict rules about that.
Even our mother never managed to hitch a ride to anywhere beyond the nearby
suburban farm in order to buy kombucha. “Leave your dad and his truck alone,
Mother would warn us. “If your dad loses his job, that’s it for our tractor. Then we'd
have to take off the two wheels, you guys, for money” That stopped us from further
excursions into his truck.

One day after dinner, Father produced a stack of photos with an air of great
mystery. We took a look and realized that they were from his road travels. It turned
out that Father had managed to borrow a camera from the union leader. Most of
the photos were highway signs, with many names that my brother and I had never
even heard of. Some of them, though, we did know: Guilin, Changsha, Wuchang—
and my goodness, he even had one for the Helan Mountains. My brother showed
off his literary prowess by reciting Yue Fei’s famous poem, the one containing the
lines, “let us ride the long chariots to crush the Helan Pass. Glorious quest: to
feast on the flesh of the invaders. We laugh and chat and quench our thirst with
Tartar blood. Let us start, to take back our rivers and mountains, and report to the
heavenly palace” Father looked at him approvingly and I died a little from sheer
jealousy.

Mother, too, came over to examine the photos. When she found a sign that
said, “Welcome to Ningxia,” she could not contain her excitement: “Oh, so this is
Ningxia!”

When Mother was still in school, she was very close to a girl who sat next to
her. However, the girl only stayed on for one year before moving with her parents
to Ningxia, never to be heard from again. It was as if she had gone off to Siberia.
However, the name Ningxia still stayed with my mother, and now it was like she
had been reunited with her lost friend.

Later on, I looked the poem up and was chagrined to discover that Yue Fei’s
Helan Pass was not the Helan Mountains in the photo, a fact that nobody in our



family knew at the time—not even my father, who had actually driven through
there. Could he really say that he had been to all those places, then?

We gradually outgrew highway signs and demanded to see actual scenery. Father
obliged and brought back photos of sights along the highways: a strange-looking
stony mountain, a row of handsome poplars, a westbound river that is unusual
for differing from all the eastbound rivers in China, and a sun that was ready to
sink into the mountains’ embrace. Father’s photography skills left something to be
desired, and his viewfinder couldn’t capture all of those beautiful moments, but he
bridged the gap with verbal commentary. Now that he had the photos to act as road
signs for him, his stories grew more riveting.

The more photos he brought back, the better they started to look. Father was
captivated by the sights along his route. Because of these photos, we fancied
ourselves sitting right next to him in his truck. We had been to where he’'d been and
saw what he’d seen. He was no longer a distant dot in our lives. We started missing
him while he was away. We would look at a random car speeding by and wonder
what kind of photos Father would bring back this time. Amidst the anticipation,
time passed at a snail’s pace.

Then one day, Father came back with a grim look on his face; he said nothing
and kept drinking water. My brother and I sensed something amiss and didn’t dare
to bother him for photos. Our mother, quite inconsolable, kept repeating the same
thing over and over: “Ah-Ji, you simply cannot pull over like that! Don’t ever pull
over like that again!”

Father did not try to muster any defense. He hung his head low and docilely
repeated my mother’s words: “You're right, I simply cannot pull over like that. I
won't ever pull over like that again..”

This time Father had been driving on Liupanshui’s famous hairpin road. It had
just rained, and a rainbow hung between two mountains. It was a sight fit for a
New Year’s Picture. Father was afraid that the rainbow would vanish before he
could capture it on film, so he hit the brakes, grabbed the camera, and started
shooting by the roadside. Unfortunately, he had stopped at a turn, and an oncoming
truck couldn’t stop in time. The other truck flipped in the subsequent collision
and Father’s truck lost half its cargo. The only silver lining was that nobody was
hurt. Father received an official reprimand for the accident and had to pay for the
damages out of his own pocket.

He never pulled over to take a photo again. For a while, I used those map-like
photos as bookmarks for non-school readings. Father managed, somehow, to drag



the tractor that was our family into the new millennium. Luckily, both my brother
and I did well enough in life. My brother got into an elite science university and
went on to work for a big-name securities firm after graduation. “I'm like you
now, he announced to Father with pride. “I'm in charge of steering the wheel.
At the slightest movement of my hand, millions and billions of yuan come and
go” He became a well-known trader, made bucketloads of money, and bought an
apartment by the canal for Father. As for me, I studied liberal arts and got hired
by a news agency—not the worst job in the world. On the day I bought my very
first car, I formally invited Father, the veteran driver, to go on a drive with me. By
then, Father had already retired; in accordance with the concept of relative motion,
time had begun to pass far more quickly for him, much like a truck that had been
retrofitted for speed. We drove north out of the city and onto a new highway.

At first Father was reserved. He kept staring at my feet, like he was afraid that
I'd mix up the gas pedal and the brakes. It was only after we’d been speeding on the
highway for a while that Father finally grew excited. “You drive just like that woman,’
he said. It took me a minute to realize that he meant the broad from Sichuan. “She
wasn'’t ladylike at all when she drove,” said Father. “Just like you right now, hopping
lanes at the drop of a hat. I was right behind her, so I kept seeing the rear end of
her truck swinging back and forth. So wild” At their first meeting, he wanted to tail
her and teach her a lesson. The way she drove was simply too dangerous—when
she passed him, she almost rammed straight into his truck’s cabin. The thing is, she
didn’t give him the satisfaction. “She just kept shaking that gigantic rear end right
in front of me;” Father grinned at me, so suggestively that I didn’t know if he was
thinking about the truck or her flesh. Father began to follow her, then, out of sullen
anger. When the woman realized that she wasn’t going to get rid of this tail, she
kept just the right distance from him until they both stopped at a motel. They sat
down and shared a meal, already familiar from their little contest on the road. Later
on, Father offered to buy the woman a drink. They had a grand time and, with each
glass that they gulped down, they manually shifted a gear. One, two, three...they
sped up and dashed towards the end.

My guess is that Father and the woman had a torrid affair. That snowy night,
she had followed him to our Redstone Street and honked like she was going of her
mind. Like a tigress throwing a tantrum and rolling around in the snow, that was
how Mother described it.

Father promised Mother that he would not meet that woman again as long as
Mother lived, and up to the day Mother died, he never contacted her again. “One
must not turn back the wheel of history,” said Father.



All his life, Father had only ever known how to drive. He didn’t have any hobbies
to speak of. After Mother passed, he spent his retirement years alone. We suggested
that he should learn something new for fun, but Father remained disinterested
until my brother remembered his former knack for photography and bought him
an easy-to-use Leica. Father took the camera with him on his strolls along the
canal. He zoomed in for close-ups, spilt a cloud into separate frames, chopped a
flower up from different angles, and twisted the canal into a thin line. But within
half a year, Father realized that the world through the lens wasn’t so different from
what he could see with the naked eye. He put an end to his experiments and put the
Leica away into a cabinet.

Father had a number of occupational diseases caused by spending so much time
confined in the driver’s seat, including a slightly deformed spine. When he reached
sixty, the doctor told him that his conditions had worsened in his old age; they
had affected his nerves and gave him symptoms like tinnitus and numbness in
his legs. The doctor taught him how to walk backwards to help with his spine and
lessen his pain. Father soon took to this sport and he was pretty good at it. He
would clench both hands and swing his arms back and forth; it was like he had an
invisible steering wheel in front of him and he was doing the steering again. Once
his body was in motion, he would go in reverse step by step—left, right, left, right,
all with his knees slightly bent. His backwards walk was steady and measured; he
never collided with anyone going the other way, and he never had a problem with
anything behind him, be it trees, flowers, or railings. It was as if he had a rearview
mirror on either side of the body, plus an image radar on his back, one that would
beep out alerts as a car went into reverse. Every day, Father would embark on a
fixed route, starting from his apartment complex and following the embankment
all the way backwards to Gongchen Bridge, then he would turn around and return
via the same route. He followed the eastbound canal—once downstream, once
upstream, two laps every day. This he did on a fixed schedule and in fixed dosage,
as if the doctor had prescribed him pills. This kind of walking, because it had a
defined beginning and end, made Father feel like he was back on the job again. It
bothered him physically whenever he missed a lap.

Father came to master this skill, to the point that he could keep up with the
slower joggers. He was like a car going backwards in its lane, inviting everyone
else’s avoidance and sidelong glances. He would pass people and look them in the
eye; he smiled at the kind ones and winked at those who were annoyed with him,
until he would leave them far in front of him. Once, because he swayed his arms
a little too enthusiastically, Father accidentally hit a man on his back. The man
stopped in his track and glared at Father, muttering angrily. Father bowed down
in apology, again and again, all the while maintaining a steady backward motion.
The man saw the comedy in Father’s Chaplin-esque pose and his ire melted into



amusement. He elbowed his female companion; the two of them pointed at Father
and laughed. As for my father, he watched the amused couple as they receded from
his view, two distant small dots on the horizon. “So that’s how things turn into dots
in my rearview mirror;,” said Father. “Very interesting”

He saw many interesting things happening during these backwards excursions.
A pretty young mother dragged her young son into the bush, and before long, the
child started to cry; Father saw the whole disciplinary process—how she wordlessly
tugged his ear and, still without a word, pressed the homework workbook into the
boy’s hand. There was a young man who trailed behind a sulky-looking girl. He
raised his hand several times, pretending that he would tap her on the back of her
head. The gesture allowed him to vent his voiceless frustrations. An elderly couple
dragged their feet and fell behind their fellow morning joggers; they furtively held
hands for a little while. A young guy dragged a suitcase behind him, and behind
the suitcase followed a middle-aged man; he would stop every now and then to
wipe his face with the back of his hand, followed by a look around him . . . Going
in reverse wasn't just fun, it made things much easier for Father’s spine. He told
me over the phone that it required no effort of his own, like there was someone
pulling him forward, and he didn’t have to shift gear even when going uphill. Father
chuckled; he sounded energetic and invigorated. I was relieved and felt a little bit
less guilty. Come think of it, I hadn’t gone back home to visit him for two whole
months.

One autumn evening, Father was doing his reverse-walking routine as usual, but
when he came to a gently sloped turn underneath the Desheng Bridge, he somehow
got into a car accident.

Something hit his spine hard. He staggered and fell backwards; if he hadn't hit
the brakes just in time, he would have hit the ground butt-first. Father heard a yelp,
then a peal of loud laughter. He turned the car around to inspect the scene, but a
woman got there first. She had figured out the cause of the accident and started
laughing. She had been doing the same routine as my father and hadn’t picked up
on his reverse signals, hence the collision.

Father stopped. So did the woman.

They apologized to each other and neither tried to assign blame. Father and Ms.
Zhao, for that was her name, abandoned their original destinations and stayed at
this stop. They sat down on a bench by the canal and traded their driving stories;
the conversation was nothing if not pleasant.



After that, they often met on the bench beneath the Desheng Bridge. Occasionally
they would walk backwards together to the Wulin Gate or the Gongchen Bridge.
Ms. Zhao playfully referred to Father as her “donkey friend,” the fashionable slang
term for travel buddy. When I first heard this from Father’s mouth, I thought Ms.
Zhao must be one of those hip middle-aged ladies. The truth was that Father was
all alone; I liked the thought of him getting out there again.

The meeting with Ms. Zhao brought color into Father’s life. This was especially
true at night, when Father stopped reaching for the remote control. He held Ms.
Zhao’s hand instead.

The Chaowang Bridge spanned across the canal; inside the bridge opening by
the embarkment, there was a dancing hall called the Underwater Palace. It was a
hot spot for the senior crowd. They would exercise along the canal by day and bring
their dance partners there by night. Ms. Zhao liked to bring Father there for the
waltz, affectionally known as the “pom-cha-cha’” At first Father was reluctant; he
had never danced before, so this was completely new to him. His legs didn’t know
how to maneuver the “one-ta-ta, two-ta-ta, pom-cha-cha, pom-cha-cha,” and he
had never before put his hand on a woman’s waist going, “left-sway-sway, right-
sway-sway, pom-cha-cha, pom-cha-cha” Ms. Zhao trained him by singing him
the jingle, “Dancing is nothing! All you gotta do is pom-cha-cha!” As she said it,
she guided Father with her feet and they would begin their interlocked dance. Ms.
Zhao cut a terrific figure as she danced. Father had confessed this to me himself.

From what Ms. Zhao told my father, she was fifty-six years old; she had a son, a
daughter, and an empty nest. As for her husband . . . well, whenever she mentioned
her husband, Mr. Hu, there was a bitterness that was hard to miss.

At first, Father wasn’t interested in hearing about the husband. After all, Ms.
Zhao and him were just donkey friends. Even though they would hold hands and
he placed a hand on her hip during the pom-cha-cha, they were strictly friends.
The problem was, Ms. Zhao's favorite topic was none other than her husband. The
man sounded like a chronic illness that had her firmly in its grasp. When she was
angry with him, the ire was like a landslide, but usually it just nipped at her at every
turn.

Eventually, Father realized that Ms. Zhao had long given up on her marriage; all
she needed was a reason to divorce the man. The thought struck him like a wheel
going over a rock and gave his heart a jolt. Ever since he met and started seeing
this woman, Father had dealt with rather adverse road conditions. There were so
many bumps along the way, and his heart had a reaction to everyone. At first, he
sympathized with Ms. Zhao, then he fell for her.



One night, he took her to the Underwater Palace again and paid for two; each
ticket was ten yuan, tea charge included. He held Ms. Zhao’s hand and did the pom-
cha-cha, pom-cha-cha. That night he was on fire and he knew it. Father was one
of the most dashing figures inside the club; even though his hair had grown sparse,
his slick-back, wet with hair spray, was as prominent as ever, and his belt buckle
still held at the second hole with ease. When he danced, he stuck his neck out as far
as possible; under the blue lights, he looked like a handsome sharpbelly carp; as for
Ms. Zhao, well, Father thought she was very much the beguiling mermaid.

After a few numbers, they took a tea break at the small round table. In the
Underwater Palace, the dome of the hall was the road on the bridge. In-between
the music, Father could hear cars roaring overhead and feel the bridge vibrating
under the wheels. Amidst this familiar tremble, he pressed down hard on the gas
pedal. “Divorce him,” he said to Ms. Zhao, “and come live with me!” As soon as he
uttered these words, he felt a giant truck rumbling past the dome, and all that sheer
weight seemed to press down on him. Ms. Zhao did not reply. She only stood up
and extended out her right hand gracefully, inviting Father to the next quick waltz.
Once my father caught her in an embrace, however, she suddenly grew coy; she
leaned against Father pliantly and followed his lead, one step forward and two back.
They were two elegant fish swimming back and forth inside this twilit underwater
palace, intimate and joyful.

Ms. Zhao began staying overnight at Father’s place every now and then. Initially
Father found this arrangement awkward, but he didn’t want to turn her down. In
his own words, Ms. Zhao’s way of living was...full of flavor. Her presence in his
home certainly changed the flavor of his everyday living. It was for the better, yes,
but when he chewed on the thought a bit more, Father found a strange aftertaste
in his mouth. He kept thinking that it was wrong of them to live like this without
being properly married; besides, there was a seed of fear. One of these days, Mr. Hu
would show up at the doorstep and kill both of us—that’s what Father said. Even
though he had never met Mr. Hu in person, nor known where the man lived, Father
felt like the man was in fact a close-by neighbor by virtue of Ms. Zhao’s constant
recounting of her marital life. Ms. Zhao dismissed all of Father’s worries, though.
She often said that Mr. Hu was so sickly that the man couldn’t even properly
clench his fist, so what was there to be afraid of? “Besides, we’re already sleeping
in separate beds. This coming New Year, when the kids are back home, I'll officially
divorce him. Yeesh, you are so old-fashioned!” When she saw that Father still had
doubts about her plan, Ms. Zhao reassured him with aplomb. “Times have changed.
We are living in the New Society now!” Only then did Father recall that he was born
in 1949, the same year as the New China.



So, all signs pointed to Ms. Zhao being an open-minded and hip New Woman.
Everything she did was in tune with the New Society’s mores, except for meeting
the family—on this point and this alone, she was inexorably traditional. When
Father asked to introduce her to my brother and I, Ms. Zhao demurred on the
grounds that it was not the right time yet. Once she had met the family, she would
have to formally become a part of it, but right now “we can’t become a family just
yet” When Father reiterated the reason to us, word for word, my brother and I
immediately sensed a woman who didn't let her passions go to her head, the kind
who could run a household efficiently. At this point, we thought getting married
again was Father’s last, great purpose in life. If this “donkey friend” could be a
companion to him during his twilight years, what more could we ask for?

Nothing was ever going to be the same after that year’s New Year holidays. Even
my brother, ever the master strategist, felt uncertain about what was to come.
“Could it be that...” he asked me over the phone, “by the time we go back for the
holidays, we will have a new...mom, I guess?” I also had mixed feelings, though my
thoughts were mostly about my mother. This was a woman who had spent so many
nights sleeping next to Father’s sweater; because she was constantly comparing
our lives with our neighbors; time passed so slowly for her, and with such bitter
hardship. Mother didn't live to see the shiny new era; like an outdated tractor, she
was left behind in a time of backbreaking farm labor. Life had never treated her
with any kindness. The New Year was supposed to be a time to be “out with the old,
in with the new;” yet the past came alive before my eyes with a vividness that made
me weep. But I comforted myself with the thought that once Father married Ms.
Zhao, I could be excused from visiting him regularly. It would be justifiable for me
to keep my distance, and distance always made the heart fonder with nostalgia and
tenderness. I would be able to treasure my father and mother from afar, in terms of
both space and time, like I would with a stack of old photographs.

Five days before New Year’s Eve, Ms. Zhao showed up at Father’s apartment
with a new broom, several bottles of washer fluid, a bottle spray, and other cleaning
supplies. She said that she was intent on doing an end-of-the-year housecleaning
for Father: In two days, her own children would be back, then she would be too
busy dealing with divorce matters to take care of him. These words warmed Father’s
heart. Gazing at this woman, who had donned a headscarf and was now attacking
cobwebs with a broom, he knew he had found his wife, the woman with whom he
would be spending the rest of his life.

Ms. Zhao didn’t want Father coughing from the dust and commanded him to go
exercise by the canal. Before he left, Father drank a cup of strong Tieguanyin tea;
as he closed the door behind him, he thought he could hear Ms. Zhao humming
a jubilant tune. He smiled and made his way downstairs to the canal embarkment.



“On your mark—get set—go!” With a spring in his step, Father began his backward
journey. The tree leaves, all blown to one side by the northern wind, acted like
the canal’s cheerleaders. Spurred on by their encouragement, the water ran faster
than ever, like a champion racer who had his eyes on the prize. Father steadied his
body in the adverse wind, he clenched his fists and turned the invisible steering
wheel in front of his chest. His steps were sure as anything, as if he was running
towards something with the wind blowing on his face. The canal, on the other
hand, kept receding from his field of vision. Father thought about his lonely old-age
bachelorhood and how he was soon going to leave it behind, just like he was doing
with this canal. All sorts of feelings welled up inside him, and his thoughts kept on
doing turns on the road.

Father completed his usual back-to-back lap and returned home quite refreshed.
The apartment was sparkling clean and completely silent. A ray of winter sunlight
cast itself over the teacup on the table, keeping the leftover Tieguanyin tea warm for
him so very thoughtfully. Without any sign or warning, Ms. Zhao had disappeared
like a speck of dust. She had flown away on her broom like a witch. Her disappearing
spell extended to the valuables inside Father’s closet, including two family heirloom
gold ingots, a pair of jade bracelets that belonged to my mother, an old Swiss watch,
and the Leica camera that contained so much scenery. Father looked through every
nook and cranny of the apartment—the closest, the wall cabinet, underneath the
bed, and even inside every drawer—but Ms. Zhao was nowhere to be found.

Father categorically rejected the notion that Ms. Zhao was a con artist. He
offered up many scenarios to explain her absence. He was most certain of the one
where Ms. Zhao was kidnapped by her legal husband and had her phone taken
away. Yet just where was Mr. Hu? Even though Father had once thought of this
faceless man as his neighbor, now that Ms. Zhao had vanished, Mr. Hu had turned
into a shapeless black dot—no, even less than that, more like a clot of white foam
that was disappearing by the second. My brother and I wanted Father to call the
police, but he would not hear of it. This simply couldn’t have been a robbery, he said.
What kind of robber would clean the apartment for the owner before absconding
with the goods? Luckily the damage tally wasn’t all that high, somewhere in the
neighborhood of tens of thousands. Ms. Zhao didn’t take Father’s bank passbook;
she knew that she wouldn't be able to make any withdrawals anyway, and if she
tried, that would only compound the charge.

Father did not notify the police. He spent many an evening waiting in front
of the Underwater Palace, and he tried his luck alongside the canal embarkment,
hoping to run into his “donkey friend” once more. But again and again, these
lovely thoughts were disappointed by reality. An entire winter thus passed and,
in the spring, a time when every tree was sprouting hopeful buds, Father pruned



his lovely thoughts and processed them into tea leaves that he would drink. Right
when summer came around, Father finally mustered up sufficient courage to face
the truth. He admitted to us that, when he was going out with that woman, he had
given her forty thousand yuan to invest in the stocks market on his behalf. He had
no idea if she had actually done so. My brother and I gasped in shock and horror.
As we wrung more details out from Father, we uncovered a growing list of clues in
flashback, and it felt like we were cracking a major case. My brother said that this
was the work of a team of pros. Everything was organized and planned. In retrospect,
the “car accident” that Father had at the Desheng Bridge was nothing more than
a case of reparation scam. The woman had bumped into Father on purpose. Yet
given this scam’s prevalence on the road, a longtime driver like Father should have
spotted it with no trouble at all. Why did he fall for it, hook, line, and sinker? Father
had no explanation for us. He bowed his head and ran a hand through his sparsely
maintained slick-back hair. “I simply cannot pull over like that. I shouldn’t have,” he
kept repeating to himself. “I'm stupid as a donkey..” My brother whispered to me
that old age had caught up with Father, he couldn’t keep up with the times anymore.
My heart ached.

Father no longer enjoyed walking in reverse on the sidewalk. Like most old men,
he contented himself with strolling beside the canal and getting some sun while
sitting on a bench. However, unlike most men, he didn’t enjoy chatting with his
peers. He would find a quiet spot and woodenly sit there, staring into the canal less
than ten meters away. He watched the few cargo boats going down the canal before
disappearing at a turn downstream. Many distant memories came back to him
then; there were an infinite number of mirrors inside his head, and memories about
his past family life gradually emerged from the glass. Overwhelmed with emotions,
Father often phoned my brother and I to reminiscence. He called whenever a
memory struck him, be it regular work hours or the customary post-lunch nap
time. “When you were little, Feng, you guys once threw rocks at the factory’s pig
for fun. When the jig was up, everybody else scampered, but you stayed behind
like a chump. Thanks to you, I had to attend a whole evening’s worth of parenting
class .. ” “Girlie, you kept bugging Mom for those celebrity stickers. She wouldn’t
give you the money for it, so you always went through my jacket’s pocket, the one
hanging on the back of the door. There was always five mao in there for you, wasn't
there? I left it there for you to find .. ”

“Darn it, I never gave your Mom a proper ride on that truck. She always said that
she wanted to take it to Ningxia. What’s the furthest place she’d ever gone to? .. ..
Darn it, your Mom had such a hard life. She never had it easy, not even for a single
day .. These little things made Father sad—depressed, even. I could only offer him
encouragement like: “Dad, don’t dwell on the past. You have to look to the future.
Eat well, dress well, and live every day well. Our lives have become so much better.



Whatever you want, you can just buy it, or I will buy it for you . . ” Father always
promised to do so obediently, as if he was a patient who had just recovered from a
serious illness. I repeated the mantra so often that my mouth went dry saying it, but
the words rang hollow in my heart. What could I do for him? At the end of a call,
Father would often say: “This is so weird. I feel like that happened just yesterday . . ”

One morning, I received a call from Father. He happily informed me that he had
decided to take up swimming, and he was going to swim in the canal. I was instantly
alarmed and warned him against this in no uncertain terms. The canal, gentle as
anything to the naked eye, was in fact far too treacherous; and as far as I knew,
Father did not know how to swim. But my words fell on deaf ears. Excited, Father
told me about the river in his old village. He said that he’d practically grown up in
that river, but he only knew how to do breaststroke. Whenever he misbehaved, my
grandmother would come after him, and he would immediately jump into the river,
leaving grandma stewing in anger and anxiety on the bank. “I'm going to pick up
swimming again,” said Father, “and take a stroll in the canal this summer” From the
other end of the phone, I could clearly hear a boat’s horn. It sounded like Father
was standing by the embarkment and looking at the cargo boats enviously, as if the
canal was another road and he was about to set sail.

Father fully prepared himself for the canal swim. He went to the community
pool and paid eight hundred yuan to a muscular swimming coach for one-on-one
instruction. He was only interested in one thing—the backstroke, a style brimming
with elegance. The swimmer would lie on his back as if he was asleep, with the
water serving as his pillow, then he would swing both arms in tandem and kick his
legs, and with each kick his body would shoot forward several meters. This sport
was far more graceful than walking in reverse on the embarkment.

Father took his training seriously. Every day, he showed up at the community
pool for his one-on-one lesson with the coach during the latter’s lunch break;
what’s more, he would exercise at home. Clad in a thick down jacket and cotton-
padded trousers, he would lie face up on the wooden living room floor, mimicking
the backstroke motion with his hands, kicking both legs in accompaniment. At
first, he slid back and forth in the same spot, but after some practice, he tried to
swim in earnest on the floor. He did laps back and forth in the corridor that linked
the living room with the bedroom. Later on, after he learned how to turn with his
hips, he would swim from the corridor into the bedroom, then from the bedroom
into the study... Father had a great sense of direction. His head was like a rudder, so
he knew exactly where everything was: 10 o’clock was the door, 9 o'clock had a tea
table, and a slipper was parked at 4 oclock. Working the rudder, Father navigated
around these obstacles with ease.



Before summer made itself truly felt, Father was already able do a full lap of
backstroke around the pool. No matter how crowded the pool was, he never
bumped into anyone. Even when the bulky guy doing the dog paddle was about to
unceremoniously ram into him, Father would balance his body, kick with his feet,
and perform a side slip. Like a noiseless fish, he would pass by Bulky with perfect
poise. The coach, standing by the water with his arms folded, watched his 64-year-
old model student with pride. He told his colleagues: “That’s why I say, age is no
problem. The key is having the right teacher, teaching the right way”

That afternoon, Father woke up from an adequate nap. Then he put his plan into
action. He donned a t-shirt, put on a pair of wide shorts over his swimming trunks,
stepped into a pair of slippers, and dropped a bath towel inside a plastic bag. He
made his way towards the canal, full of energy and spirit. At the bottom of a slope
next to the Cultural Square, Father found the steps leading down to the water. He
stood on the fourth step from the bottom, took off his clothes and slippers, placed
them in the plastic bag, and put the bag on the ground. Then he hesitated—he
went back up the slope, picked a stone out of the grass, and placed the stone on
the plastic bag. With all this accomplished, Father walked down to the last step
confidently. He stepped forward again and gave his balance over to his decades-
long companion, the canal.

Everything was as Father had imagined. He lay flat on the water’s surface and
moved in an unhurried rhythm. He paddled, kicked, and moved his head in the
same direction as the stream. His slick-back, once wet, collapsed and clung to his
head like sparse vines. As he swam, Father was surprised to find that it took him no
effort at all. Compared to swimming on the wooden floor or in the pool, this was a
piece of cake. He began to relax; he moved forward joyfully, and his limbs were all
loose. Sometimes he turned his head to survey both sides of the canal to see street
lamps, benches, flower beds, gazebos, willow trees, fitness equipment colored in
orange... He also saw the sidewalk by the embarkment, the one he had walked a
thousand times. Father waved to the bank as if he was inspecting a military parade.
Occasionally he would stop and lie still on the water, letting out a big yawn to the
sky with great satisfaction. From a distance, it looked like he was asleep.

Father’s graceful performance gradually garnered him an audience on both
sides. The eager spectators leaned over the railings or stood under the trees’ shade.
Several of them even began a stroll to follow Father’s progress. Before long, they
saw a cargo boat, laden with black coal, closing in from afar. The body of the boat
pressed down low; it cut deep through the water’s surface and drove straight on,
any kind of sideway turn seemed impossible. When it came within a few hundred
meters of my father, the boat discovered the human obstacle in its path and let out
several long horn blows that startled the people on the shore.



Father completely ignored the noises. Unhurried, he kept on in a straight line. It
was as if he had two rearview mirrors attached to the soles of his feet. He had seen
the boat even before it yelled at him, and he knew exactly how much space there
was between them.

The cargo boat came closer and closer, to the point that it was no longer capable
of adjusting its course. This boat, with “Huzhou 007” painted on its hull, was owned
by a middle-aged couple. Now they darted out of the cabin with their hands on their
hips, shouting at Father. Their German Shepherd soon followed suit; it stood at the
bow and howled at Father relentlessly. People on the embarkment grew worried. It
looked like Father would soon become a victim of the boat’s propellers. Some of
the spectators called out and waved—they thought Father must be deaf.

When the boat came within a hundred meters of Father, he swiftly curled his
legs, turned his body sideways, and sank into the water. A few seconds later, he
resurfaced. This time, Father faced down and spread his limbs out like a nimble
frog. He swiftly made for the embarkment, out of the cargo boat’s way...

As the boat passed Father, the couple was still recovering from the shock. They
sensed that they had been had and went on a diatribe. The German Shepherd,
however, stood silently and stared at Father from a distance, both of its ears pricked
up on high alert, as if there was an unidentified but infinitely dangerous object in
the water.

The heavy-laden cargo boat continued on its wearisome journey. Now that it
had gone off into the distance, calm returned to the canal’s waters, and Father
returned to the middle of the river. There he lay in peace with both eyes closed. He
had no need for directions. He simply went off into the distance. With one firm
kick, Father left the canal behind—and with another, the city itself.



Translation Notes

“Father’s Rearview Mirror’, winner of the 2018 Lu Xun Literature Prize (Lu Xun
wenxue jiang I F3) for Best Story, is penned by poet-novelist Huang
Yongmei ¥#{Uk#. Born in the 1970s, Huang began composing poems during the
late eighties; her first poetry collection, Maiden’s Longing (Shaonii de chongjing
/DA )1 15), was published in 1991. After completing her postgraduate studies in
Chinese Language and Literature in 1998, Huang moved to Guangzhou to work as
an editor for the Literature Supplement of The Yangcheng Evening News (Yangcheng
wanbao Y3 Iii) and began to write short stories and novels. In 2001, her first
novelette, Passing by the Spring (Luguo chuntian %37 °K), was published in
the literary magazine Flower City (Huacheng £3%) and it was the first in a series
of stories closely linked to the city of Guangzhou. These tales centered around
ordinary characters who, clinging to their modest dreams, etched out a living in
the concrete jungle that was the metropolis in southern China. The most well-
known amongst these stories were probably “Minus One Floor” (“Fu yiceng 71—
JZ”) (2005) and “Odd and Even” (“Danshuang H.X{”) (2006), both of which were
included on the Annual Chinese Novel List by the China Novel Society (Zhongguo
xiaoshuo xiehui *P B /N L HH2).

“Father’s Rearview Mirror,” on the other hand, is representative of the author’s
more recent works. In 2012, Huang moved to Hangzhou, a rapidly expanding
megacity on the southern end of the Grand Canal. Now a professional writer,
Huang’s work began to delve deeper into people’s lives in a fast-changing urban
setting. The dual transformation of personal identity and physical cityscape
emerged as new patterns in her narrative, her focus gradually shifting from the
mundane to the metaphysical. Concepts such as history, time, existence, family,
society, life, and death are all explored in “Father’s Rearview Mirror,” Huang’s first
short story after her move to Hangzhou.

From the first-person perspective of the protagonist’s daughter, the story
explores the life trajectory of a man—referred to only as “Father”—from his
working days as a tireless truck driver to his widowhood and retirement. The first
half of the story, which covers Father’s pre-retirement life, tells of his job-related
traveling experiences and an extramarital affair, but they only serve to set up his
life trajectory and mental state in his later years. Now in lonely retirement, Father
encounters a woman while doing his daily reverse-walking routine; before long, he
finds himself entangled in a farcical romance that eventually turns out to be a scam.
His reaction to this devastating revelation, both humorous and frustrating, is sure
to invite the readers’ sympathies. Similarly, his venture into open water swimming



is written with both humor and liveliness. The story offers an intimate portrait
of the protagonist by showcasing his distinctive personality and highlighting the
changing familial relationships/life processes (Zhongguo xiandai wenxueguan 139).
Huang conveys to us that the true meaning of life is the attempt to transcend it. A
small step forward, even when faced with seemingly insurmountable odds, might
result in meaningful changes. By challenging and surpassing the self, we are able to
contend with the hardships and obstacles that life throws at us. Rearview mirrors
are indispensable for every driver, yet there is no rearview mirror available as we
navigate through life. How we judge road conditions and handle accidents depends
entirely on one’s attitude towards living.

Adopting a single-line narrative mode, the story presents the protagonist’s
journey and the obstacles that he encounters—both literally and metaphorically—
in a highly concise and neat manner. Huang’s writing style is detached and calm;
instead of handing out judgments, she focusses on presenting one picture, one
scene, and one character at a time. To achieve this, she deliberately adopts a
fable-esque language style that is fast-paced and information-intensive. The text’s
vocabulary is far from esoteric, nor are there any long subordinate clauses. Instead
of verbal gymnastics, readers are invited to focus on the story itself; it also fits with
the protagonist’s personality, for he is far from complicated or dramatic. Father
reminds us of the kind of old men we often encounter, and his reflections on life
are not restricted to himself but rather essentially universal. Like him, many of
us strive to get ahead in life, but when we are faced with old age, loneliness often
proves to be a bitter pill that is hard to swallow. Try as we might, like Father, many
of us eventually settle for a life devoid of any excitement.

For such a story, its translator is tasked with providing a text that is fluent,
accurate, and faithfully reflects the author’s writing style. The method of literal
translation, which entails staying as closely as possible to the form and wording of
the original text, is naturally employed here. As the original text is highly concise,
mostsentencesin the translation text are also relatively simple; short, plain words are
used instead of florid expressions. At the same time, it is a far cry from mechanical
translation, in which every word is translated exactly the same way and in the same
order as it is found in the original text. Due to syntax differences between the two
languages, the translator has adopted a number of necessary modifications to
ensure fluent reading. However, even in such instances, the original text has been
carefully preserved in terms of both meaning and flow. Similarly, any addition or
deletion to the text is done in strict accordance with this principle. Through such
faithful preservation, even readers who are unfamiliar with Chinese language and
culture can appreciate the nature and the tone of the original work.



A point that requires special attention is the translation’s treatment of words
and phrases that carry specific cultural connotations. As many of these expressions
are associated with specific cultural images, they are very much a part of the
socio-cultural evolution in China (Newmark 127). This is particularly important
when translating contemporary Chinese literary works, not least because China’s
astounding transformation during the last four decades have left an indelible mark
on the Chinese language itself, giving rise to many popular words and colloquial
expressions embedded in specific cultural contexts. For example, chugui H#N,
originally referring to the derailment of a train, has been widely used in China to
describe extramarital affairs since the 1990s, when decreased social regulation and
diversified social values began a trend that openly challenged the traditional family
structure. Pengci filt &, literally “breaking porcelain” in Chinese, refers to a type of
scam involving a swindler who feigns injury and tries to con innocent drivers or
motorists out of their money. Considering Father’s occupation as a professional
driver, the term is metaphorically used to describe his first meet with Ms. Zhao.
Another example is the word liyou ¥'K. Derived from its homonym “travel”
(liiyou Jik¥iF), this word literally reads as “donkey friend.” It is a newly minted word
that refers to people one befriends on a trip and, more broadly, a travel enthusiast.
It is most commonly used for backpackers who, much like the donkeys, carry bags
on their back. When Ms. Zhao refers to Father as her “liiyou,” she is presenting
herself as a hip woman with a sense of a humor, which is precisely what he has
been searching for. It also lures him into fantasizing about traveling on the road
of life with her as a companion. To accentuate such cultural connotations, these
expressions are literally translated.

Most names of persons and places that refer to particular subjects have been
transliterated according to the Hanyu Pinyin romanization system, except for
certain proper nouns. For instance, the dancing hall where Father and Ms. Zhao
often danced is not transliterated as “Shuijinggong;” it is rendered “The Underwater
Palace” in keeping with the fish imagery. However, the bridge under which this
“palace” is located appears as the “Chaowang Bridge,” and the bridge on the canal
also keeps its original name of the “Gongchen Bridge” These two bridges refer to
specific constructions that are already relatively well-known in Hangzhou.

Although the author does not explicitly refer to a historical setting in her text,
the story does offer an eye-witness account of China during its economic reform
period and discusses its impact on the citizens’ psychology. For some “tide players,’
as Zha Jianying calls them, the great transformation has enabled them to attain
both status and wealth in tandem with China’s meteoric economic rise. Yet for
the vast majority of the Chinese citizenry, their experiences and feelings are more
in line with the protagonist in “Father’s Rearview Mirror.” With this translation, I
hope their voices can reach a broader readership.
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