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PARADISE TEMPLE HAD none of the tranquility a
graveyard ought to have in the early morning light. Two
monstrous engines were roaring on a construction site just a
few paces away, and the clanking, hammering construction
workers had already gotten hot enough to strip down to their
scarlet cotton undershirts. Fu Ma, meanwhile, was hunching
against the cold. Da Guma, his father’s sister, had wrapped
a snake-print scarf around her neck. “These places are
always colder than in the city,” she muttered. Her husband
was looking around in search of a toilet. Fu Ma fished out a
pack of cigarettes, and Xiao Shushu, his father’s younger
brother, took one sleepily and leaned over to get a light from
Fu Ma.

Grandmother—his father’s mother—was the last one
to get out of the car, supported by Xiao Guma, his father’s
other sister. A massive, old-fashioned gold ring glinted on
Grandmother’s hand, and she looked around appraisingly at
the assembled family members before stepping out. All of
them were wearing something gold—to “weigh them down”
in the graveyard—except for Xiao Shushu, who had
forgotten and was left with no choice but to put a woman’s

braided gold necklace around his neck. Grandmother usually
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S E M ZERG (04T H ., LEFR IR, R knew enough, as an older person, to consult with the

. X . younger people in the family before going ahead with things,
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and to play dumb when necessary. When it came to visiting

B, B E 2 H, IFERFAERAFR T L the graveyard, though, she was very particular. She would

begin consulting the traditional calendar at the start of the
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lunar new year, selecting an auspicious day and insisting that

thidd, AEARRENE, KFE LMW, thin  everyone—except for the children who were still in
. N i o school—take a half-day off, the proceedings scarcely less
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lavish than a New Year’s celebration. Not that it ever
L, WA NEERIR. worked out exactly as she wanted—people were busy. This

time, for instance, Fu Ma’s father was out of the country,
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Grandmother looked around, wrinkling her brow.
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“What’s this? Construction, even here?”

EFHORAR N, EEEREEE S ELE, Her daughter-in-law—Fu Ma’s mother—was talking
into her phone about bed linens in careful newscaster
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Mandarin, haggling back and forth with the customer over

Fl. —F ANEELEIREZEN, FLHLET some minor issue of price. The others listened, eyelids
drooping, and Fu Ma lit his cigarette. Finally, his mother
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Zhang—do keep me in mind the next time there’s an
opportunity.”

Snapping her phone shut, she reverted to Nanjing
dialect: “You hadn’t heard? It was in the papers—they’re
moving the old Shizigang crematorium to Paradise Temple.
That’s where the new building’s going to go. How do you
like that—graves here are bound to get more expensive.” In
any situation that came up, her mind would go to what it
would cost.

“Just as well,” Grandmother said. “The old man
always liked making friends. It’ll be nice and lively here.”
She looked at the building site. The others looked too, their
gazes hovering in mid-air as if the smokestack were already
sticking up into the sky, with slow puffs of pale smoke rising
from it.

By now the group had been surrounded by vendors
proffering chrysanthemums, firecrackers, sticky cuffweed
cakes, paper mansions, cardboard sedans and the like. The
family members knew enough to ignore these and walk
straight ahead. Grandmother had already taken care of
planning the grave-offerings: she had set aside stacks of gold

and silver grave-money at home a month in advance, and
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phoned everyone to tell them what to bring: red silk ribbons,
bananas (she specified Chinese-grown plantains), red Fuji
apples, Nanking cigarettes (the ones in gold boxes), Yanghe
liquor, candlesticks, incense—sounding a little like a public
service worker as she reminded them that everyone would
have to do their part and bring something small, even just a
lighter.

Fu Ma’s uncle on his mother’s side, Xiao Jiu,
lingered behind the group. Unable to resist the vendors, he
bought a willow twig, then ran forward, his shoulders
slumping, to join the others. He had been taking part in more
and more family events since the divorce. The previous year,
he’d brought a big-breasted girl he was dating along to the
Mid-Autumn dinner, but for the grave visit he was alone

again.



