Lin Bai / BETWEEN PAPAYA AND NAKEDNESS

Lychee, guava, star fruit, and chinaberry trees surrounded the house
at Zhiqing Corner. Purslane, plantain, and moss clung to the foot of
the wall. There were also wild yam, colourful flowers, and something
resembling a sisal hemp, with hard, sharp thorns at the tip of its
leaves.

As I am writing, a lush subtropical forest appears in the wake of
my words. If you are familiar with the works of the French painter
Henri Rousseau, you would see the plants I am writing about are just
as sturdy, turgid, and menacing. A colorful leopard would
sporadically appear amidst the foliage. Actually, this is all very
misleading. Since I like Rousseau and look at his paintings often, I
often mistakenly remember a likeness between the plants at Zhiqing
Corner and those in Rousseau’s paintings. Under the moonlight in a
reverie, the sturdy bush of sisal hemp glimmered faintly. Anrong
stood naked beside the plant. She was standing against the light,
such that her entire body was obscured in shadows but her contour
remained distinct. Her breasts were full and firm, lovely and sensual.
Her hair hung below her waist (when did she grow her hair to such
a length?) and tumbled down like a waterfall over one shoulder.
Her body was in the shadows. I could not see her face clearly but her
pupils were illuminated by a gentle yellow light, as though her body
was lit by a bright lamp. Those flashing pupils were reminiscent of
certain nocturnal creatures.

Of course you would say this sounds like a painting by Rousseau
and not some description of Anrong. You would be absolutely
correct.

Thinking about it now, except for the sisal hemp, none of the
other plants are quite so distinctive. The shapes of the lychee and
star fruit trees are rather commonplace. (You wouldn’t at all expect
trees with such a banal appearance to produce these strange and
exotic fruits: the peels of lychees resemble the skin of red frogs; the
cross section of a star fruit resembles a five-cornered star). Guava
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trees have a slightly more exotic appearance, but still they cannot
compare to papaya and banana trees. Moreover, it would be a
mistake to imagine that the environment of Zhiqing Corner
resembles Monkey’s mountain abode in Journey to the West. The
lychee tree was so old that it wasn’t producing fruit anymore. The
star fruits were so sour they would make your teeth fall out. The
guavas were so hard and bitter that they would give you constipation.
Only at this point do I start to grasp the reality of the hillside where
Zhiqing Corner stood. Not only were the fruits on the trees not very
delicious, the plants were also not lush enough, the moss not green
and thick enough, the plantain and purslane not luxuriant enough,
and the sisal hemp never grew to the height of humans and reached
at most to my calf. After recognizing this reality, I can now make a
clear distinction between Zhiqing Corner and the subtropical forest
in Rousseau’s paintings.

This hillside was often couched in a fantastic shade of night. Its
image in daylight has not left me with much of an impression. I see
Anrong’s fair-skinned body lying on a big banana leaf. (From where
has this banana leaf been culled?) Her knees were bent; her hands
were placed in front of her chest, and she seemed to be holding
each of her breasts with one hand. A man was kneeling next to her.
He removed her hands and placed his own over her breasts.
Anrong’s hands were as soft as cotton wool, and did not look like
they belonged to someone who had been trained in the martial arts,
someone who could knock down two or three men with her bare
hands. Her soft hands were lifted from her in one quick gesture.
The two of them were swaying under the moonlight. I suddenly
remember that the man was Li Haijun. At the same time, I hear the
river reverberate, and faintly smell the sweet fragrance of papaya in
the air. These two things jolt me into a sudden realization: this wild
union under the moonlight did not take place behind our house at
Zhiqing Corner, but on the banks of River Shangli. Now everything
makes sense. Li Haijun had a little knife with him. There were big
banana leaves everywhere along the bank. He had cut two leaves off
and placed them on the grass. Anrong lay on them, smooth and
clean. These kinds of banana leaves were born with the skin of a
beautiful woman and made a perfect mattress.
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I realize that the sweet scent of papaya was not emanating from
the fruit tree. Papaya trees are not as tall as coconut trees but, unless
you were a dog, you would not be able to smell the fruit standing
under a papaya tree. The sweet fragrance came from Anrong’s body.
Li Haijun had smeared the juice on her. Before he came to Anrong,
he had cut two pieces of banana leaves, and climbed up the tree to
pluck a papaya which had become thoroughly yellow. His thought
then was to wait for Anrong to come and then he would slice it for
her. The fruit turned out to be too ripe and when Anrong took too
big a bite, some juice travelled along her neck to her breasts. Going
with the flow of events, Li Haijun threw himself at Anrong and the
story took a new turn.

Anrong’s body was already like a kind of fruit. All young women
at the age of seventeen and eighteen are like that. After Li Haijun
painted her with golden papaya juice, her body had become a new
kind of fruit, like the quality creation of a complex cross-breeding.
Her whole body emitted a golden translucent light, very seductive
and depraved. Here I feel that Li Haijun was a little perverse. He
did not put precious time to good use, but acted like a carpenter
with a serious intent, patiently oiling Anrong’s body with layers of
papaya juice. He did not spare her underarms or her crotch. He
painted, layer after layer, until Anrong’s every pore was dripping
with the golden juice. Then he squatted in one corner and looked
at her here and there, without taking action either with his hand or
his mouth.

I feel that aside from being a pervert, Li Haijun was also an
aesthetician or at least a lover of beauty. Faced with a golden
translucent body, his sexual desire immediately subsided. After he
threw away the papaya peel, he took out a piece of paper and a pen,
and drew a picture of Anrong naked. Li Haijun was the kind of artist
who had talent but lacked technique and formal training. Perhaps
due to such technical shortcomings, his image of Anrong was blessed
with a different kind of liveliness. The lower right-hand corner of
the picture was empty because of the imbalance in his composition.
Li Haijun drew a piece of papaya there, and the picture was
complete. Of course it was only a line drawing, and would be more
beautiful if it had been drawn in colour.
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Anrong felt very uncomfortable with the papaya juice sticking to
her skin and clogging up her pores. I understand her predicament
very well, because I once used melon juice for a facial treatment,
and could deduce from the experience that any kind of fruit juice
on the face would cause discomfort. Still, at least fruit juice is more
porous than other substances and would not choke a person to
death. When I say other substances I am thinking of gold powder. I
once saw in a magazine a picture of a Hollywood actress who had
died of clogged pores. Her naked body shone with a solidified sheen
of golden light. The magazine did not say much about the cause or
circumstances of her death, but I feel that this idea was rather
stupid. Painting the body with papaya juice is more poetic and
visually more stunning.

After being smeared all over with papaya juice, Anrong felt like
she was wearing a soft and sticky body suit, one which resembled a
stylish swimming costume. The front part of the suit was uneven in
thickness and the back was completely bare. At this point I realize
that Li Haijun had only put papaya juice on Anrong’s front; he was
not as interested in Anrong’s back. From this fact we can deduce
that Anrong was not as uncomfortable as she claimed. After all, her
back could still breathe. She only complained about being sticky and
clogged up because she wanted Li Haijun to throw away his pen and
paper and play with her. Since her body was already covered with
sweet juice, her consciousness had also taken a lustful turn. She said,
Li Haijun, are you coming? If you're not coming, I'll put on my
clothes. She swayed her body and struck all kinds of seductive poses.
Li Haijun drew a picture after one of these poses, and it looked like
a splendid nude portrait.

Because of the appearance of a bed, a desk, a piece of paper,
and a pen, this scene could not possibly take place by the bank of
River Shangli, but rather in Li Haijun’s military quarters. The
lighting of the portrait seemed to support this. Otherwise, no
amount of papaya juice could give Anrong a golden glow in the dark
of the river bank. Everything I said before was based on confused
memory or groundless rumours.
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I had seen this nude portrait of Anrong before. I don’t
remember how I had come by this picture. I was seventeen and it
was the very first time I had looked at a nude portrait. I was in total
shock. My face was red, my ears were hot, and my heart was
thumping like a drum beat. At the same time, I was filled with an
overpowering curiosity. In a faintly lit corner (was it at the school
quarters or at Zhiqing Corner?), I examined the picture carefully. In
my eyes, the contour and movement of Anrong’s body were
exaggerated. Her breasts were fuller than her waist; her buttocks
were larger than her shoulders. Large but not clumsy. The image
even suggested a swaying movement. The visage of the woman in
the picture resembled Anrong a bit. I kept the picture inside a
notebook, but later lost it without remembering how. Many years
after, I encountered the nude portraits by the Italian painter
Amadeo Modigliano. They struck a chord of familiarity and I felt an
intimacy towards them. Immediately, I was able to remember the
long and difficult name Modigliano. I never understood the
mysterious connection I had with this foreign painter. Only now do I
realise that the portrait drawn by Li Haijun then resembles
Modigliano’s nudes.

I mentioned Modigliano not only for the above reason. I also
want to point out that Li Haijun’s nude portrait is not just a piece of
pornography, but could in general be considered a work of art. I say
this as a matter of principle. During the seventies, however,
principles were confused. Comrade Luo, who was the leading cadre
of our brigade, also thought it was a matter of principle. His
principle was as follows: a pornographic picture was circulating
amongst the youths in his brigade; their thoughts would become
contaminated if the poison was not eliminated.

If I were Comrade Luo, I would no doubt think the same.

- Comrade Luo was a worker who had been educated by the Party for
years. His mind was simple; his feelings were uncomplicated. He
could not possibly think otherwise.

Now that events had unfolded in this way, you would quite
logically anticipate scenes of struggle. However, things were
different in reality, thanks to Li Qinglin, who wrote that famous
letter to Chairman Mao and protected sent-down youths from
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critiques. There are facts to prove that I am not the only person who
likes Li Qinglin. In the summer of 1997, I read a report on Li
Qinglin in an issue of Digest. It is now February, 1998, and I read
about Li Qinglin again in Southern Weekend and Today’s Rich and
Famous. This leads me to believe that a lot of people are or will be
thinking of Li Qinglin. Even after he has passed away, we will still
remember him. When that time arrives, the slogan “Comrade Li
Qinglin lives forever” will slowly rise from the depths of my heart.
More so even than the immortal memory of our honourable
revolutionary heroes, this slogan will be lodged firmly in my mind.

So, scenes of struggle did not appear. Comrade Luo wanted
Anrong to write a report on the matter but could not bring himself
to talk to her. Instead, he called me to Zhiqing Corner in Pond
Village. After I had sat down, Comrade Luo started smoking a water
pipe. Tobacco ashes bubbled in the mouth of the pipe. Comrade
Luo appeared to be very nervous and could not even raise the
subject of Anrong. Only years afterwards did I realize that even a
leading cadre had his immature side, especially when faced with a
nude portrait of one of the female youths in his brigade. He could
not help feeling overwhelmed. His behaviour was clumsy, his face
and ears were flushed. He felt severe guilt as soon as he looked at
Anrong’s image and immediately hid this pornographic picture in
between the pages of his notebook. He said to the youth who
brought this picture, you can go now, I will deal with this matter
seriously.

According to chapter seventy-three of Dream of the Red Chamber,
in which “the idiotic maid was mistakenly given an erotic sachet; the
cowardly mistress ignored the matter and affected Jinfeng,” the
erotic sachet embroidered with two naked bodies huddled together
is found by the Silly Maid. Even now, I cannot be sure of the identity
of the Silly Maid who handed in Anrong’s nude portrait. There were
five of us at Zhiging Corner. Amongst the women, besides Anrong
and me, there was only Zhou Hong. She was a coward and had no
ambition to be a progressive youth, so in my opinion it couldn’t have
been her. In that case, our Silly Maid would have to be Da Lai and no
one else. Yet this doesn’t seem logical either. If I were a young man
who found a beautiful nude portrait of a female comrade, I would
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never have handed it in! I would have kept it for my own pleasure.
For this reason I am still not sure if Da Lai was indeed our male Silly
Maid. :

After Comrade Luo smoked his cigarette, he said, there’s this
matter. I felt that he was a bit nervous, and the way he said “there’s
this matter” was very awkward. He suddenly stood up and picked up
the notebook by his bed. Only then did he become conscious that it
would appear inappropriate that he had kept Anrong’s picture in a
notebook by his pillow. By then it was already too late. He held the
notebook up in his hand for a little while, and then said again,
there’s this matter. '

I looked at him in confusion. He sat on the bench across from
me, and flipped through his notebook. After a while, he said again,
there’s this matter. This confused me to no end. Suddenly, he took
the picture out of the notebook and said, you see, this Anrong. It
was at that moment that I saw Anrong’s nude portrait again. This was
different from the time I looked at it on my own, because now there
was a Comrade Luo sitting next to me. I felt that Anrong’s naked
body was even sexier. My heart was pounding. I sat there, stunned
and blushing. I was unable to utter a single word.

Comrade Luo mistook my reaction to be an expression of my
innocence. Actually, sometimes being filled with evil thoughts and
“thinking no evil” (I don’t know if it’s appropriate to use this phrase
from the Classics here) is the same thing. Chairman Mao did not
mention this in his dialectic theory, and Comrade Luo could only see
one side of the matter. He put the picture back in the notebook and
said, forget it, you can go now.

The matter was thus concluded.

I don’t know if Comrade Luo asked for Anrong afterwards, but I
am sure that Anrong would not write some damned nuisance (this
expression was very popular with our generation; it was originally
used by Jia Baoyu, and because Chairman Mao told everyone to read
a bit of Dream of the Red Chamber, we remembered Jia Baoyu’s words
out of context) of a confession. She would flaunt her alluring breasts
and say to Comrade Luo, yes, this is a portrait of me, do you think it’s
a good representation? ‘

Comrade Luo would say, Anrong, be serious!
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Anrong straightened her body and said with a smile, I am being
very serious. Then she puffed up her cheeks in mock seriousness for
Comrade Luo’s benefit. Look, Comrade Luo, she pressured him, am
I not very serious?

Anrong’s mock serious expression was not lost on Comrade Luo
who, deep down, found her quite endearing. However, he only
dared to look at her cheeks and not her eyes. Her eyes were too
much like the seductively expressive eyes in the portrait. If he
looked at her eyes, he would immediately think of the nude
portrait. In other words, looking at her eyes would be like looking at
her naked body. And since he could not even look at her eyes, he
could look even less at her breasts. This is quite understandable, as
men always become a bit aroused when they look at women’s breasts.
For them, looking at a woman’s breasts through her clothes is not so
different from looking at her naked body.

To calm himself, Comrade Luo sat down to smoke again. Anrong
felt that the conversation had already ended. She left the room,
pretending to walk on tiptoe.

Years passed and everything has vanished like ashes and dust, but
just as Comrade Li Qinglin lives forever (these are words from the
future, I am only making a prediction), so does Anrong’s nude
portrait. It is a symbol of Anrong’s free spirit. In my vision, its flowing
contour is dancing in the air. It rises and then falls on an ample and
unspoiled banana leaf. The red pebbles in the flowing red water of
River Shangli casts a warm crimson hue on it. The papaya in the
right lower corner has also turned from green to yellow, emanating
the sweet fragrance of the past.
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