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A Pair of Wooden Sofas
The winter of 1975 was especially bitter in Yibin, a river town located in Sichuan province, in the southern region of China. Housing facilities in this region, at the time, lacked heating equipment and appropriate insulation due to its relatively mild winters but intensely humid and hot summers. However, when the temperature dropped to near freezing in January, the coldest month of the year, everyone had to be bundled up from head to toe although we knew it would only last for two weeks.
I was wrapped like a mien cho, a cotton ball, with three layers of sweaters and a cotton-padded overcoat when doing homework, one night, in my room. The room functioned as a bedroom for my younger sister and me, as well as a sitting room for the whole family. The room was of medium size. It was one of the two rooms our family occupied in this ancient housing complex divvied up by five families. The double bed with heavy mosquito netting my sister and I shared took up a third of the room. Two wooden sofas were laid out side by side against one side of the room next to the double bed. Opposite of the sofas stood a tall, aged, cherry wood wardrobe. The single bed set aside for my older brother during his visits home abutted the side of the wardrobe and another wall. The thin yellowish paper that was pasted over an old-fashioned wood panel window with many subdivided openings, were either peeling off or shattered, through years of weathering—encouraging chilly air to sneak into the room along with shrieking whistles.
My hands were frozen to the point that I couldn’t bend my fingers to hold the pen. I rubbed my hands against my cheeks hoping to warm them up. But it didn’t work. I had cold sores on my knuckles. Every few minutes, I had to stop writing in the notebook to massage them. I was irritated, for even though rubbing relieved the itching, it caused pain in the swellings. And some of the skin on my left hand was like a rotten tomato, ready to burst at the slightest irritation.
I was about to call my mother to bring me a hot water bottle to warm my hands when my parents’ voices came from the adjacent room.
“I heard the recruiter from the College of Electro-engineering in Chengdu is coming to our city in a few days,” my father said. “He is a young man from a northern province who just transferred to work at the college from the People’s Liberation Army,” Father added. His husky voice, muddled by a chronically congested nose, made his words difficult to comprehend at times.
“Should . . . we . . . invite him?” Mother asked. Her words quivered as if the frigid air refused to transmit them. 
I felt my back stiffening. I tucked my hands in between the undershirt and the inner sweater and sat straight, turning my head towards the closed door of my parents’ room.
“A recruiter? What recruiter?” I wondered. 

“We have to. The committee has nominated MaoLin and has sent recommendation letters to the college. This recruiter has the power to take him or leave him,” Father said.

MaoLin was the name of my older brother.
I was eleven when my brother was sent off to the countryside to be “reeducated” by peasants three years ago. It was a state mandate during the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976 that every high school graduate from the cities be trained for a few years in the impoverished countryside before returning to the city and joining the urban workforce. This policy was at first enthusiastically embraced by the youth who romanticized life in the wilderness. But in a few years, the back-breaking labor and the revolting living conditions sickened them and inspired them to implement any schemes possible, mostly bribery of the commune leaders or government officials, to bring themselves back to the cities. The fact that the young graduates outnumbered the job openings only exacerbated the corruption. 
It frightened me to see my brother leave home. Although he was eighteen and had been considered a very mature boy by everyone else, I couldn’t imagine him as a peasant. 
My concern proved to be unfounded, for he turned out to be an excellent peasant, at least for the first year or so. My father went to the village with my brother to help him settle down. Upon my father’s return, he told the family what my brother did the first day there.
“He carried two buckets of stinking rubbish and walked thirty miles uphill with other peasants,” Father said, beaming. His animated words were interrupted by a violent cough that brought tears to his eyes.

 “It was a good start,” he muttered, trying not to choke. 
I wasn’t particularly intimate with my brother. But I cared about him feverishly. He was the firstborn and only son of the family. In my eyes, he was the Son of Heaven—he seized everyone’s attention and admiration. I missed him so much that whenever he failed to return home on schedule, which was quite often, due to the unreliability of the outmoded transportation available, I feared for his safety. 
“He has been in the countryside for three years already.” Father’s voice came again bringing me back from my memories. “The boy needs to come back soon.” 

Hearing Father’s words, I felt my heart sank and I forgot the pain of the cold sores on my hands. 
MaoLin had a chance to come back to the city the year before. The People’s Liberation Army was recruiting and my brother had recommendations from the commune. However, when he went through the physical examination, he was told that he suffered from a heart murmur. Although his condition was minor, the People’s Liberation Army rejected him. We were all disappointed. But the disappointment turned to anguish when my parents discovered later that the reason for my brother’s denial by the army was not his health condition. It turned out someone who had connections with the army recruiting officer was put in his spot instead. 

“I told you we had to do something, but you insisted that your son is a fine boy. Now you see,” Mother complained bitterly afterwards. They fought over it frequently in the following months. Mother became teary whenever the subject came up and their conversation always ended with my father storming away in order to avoid exasperating Mother’s nerves further.
The country life became increasingly difficult for my brother as time passed. More than half of the city youth who left with my brother in the winter of 1972 were already back in the city. Some went to be factory workers; others to government offices. A very few lucky ones went to college, and some served in the army. 

My parents’ concern was intensified when they heard a rumor that my brother was dating a girl in the village. He was twenty-one now. If they got married, it would ruin his chances to get back to the city. For, even though it wasn’t in the policy, married couples were rarely considered by any recruiter. 

A few days later, the recruiter from the college came to our house. I was reclining and reading on one of the two wooden sofas in the sitting room. 
When I heard the commotion, I rose and went to the door. 

“Welcome, welcome.” Father’s loud voice harmonized with Mother’s shrill apology. “Our house is too untidy for a visitor like you, Mr. Cao.”
As the man entered the house, the wind rushed in. I backed up to a round table underneath the window panel. 
Mr. Cao was a square faced, handsome man in his mid-thirties, tall with a medium build. He was wearing a grass green uniform but without the shoulder stripes and an army cap without the red star, which at the time was the style for veterans. A long cotton army coat covered his shoulders and back.
“How are you?” he said, grinning at me. His breath reeked of tobacco. He spoke Mandarin, the official dialect of China, while we spoke Sichuanese. I smiled at him, went to the kitchen outside the room at a corner of the courtyard and brought back a cup of tea. He thanked me and sat on one of the wooden sofas. 
My father praised him for his unusual height, close to six feet. He replied that he wasn’t considered that tall in the northern regions of China, but admitted that after he arrived in Sichuan, he had realized how his stature made him stand out. 

I didn’t know whether I should stay or leave, so I leaned on the table, listening to their chatting.
“Your son is excellent, the recommendation letter says so,” Mr. Cao started. His face glittered with sincerity. His official Mandarin sounded promising.

“Oh, yes, he is a good boy.” 
Father’s narrow face rounded up. His mouth widened, showing the upper row of his permanent teeth, white and shining; whiter and shinier than the lower dentures that replaced the ones he had lost six months before in a bicycle accident.

“He will do well in your college too,” Mother said while adding more hot water to Mr. Cao’s teacup. 

“I am sure he will.” Mr. Cao stood up and bowed to thank my mother.

“Look at the sketches he did on the wall.” 
Father, all of a sudden, indicated the three large charcoal sketches: portraits of an old man, a famous Russian poet, and a young girl posted side by side on the wall above the round table, under the wood window panel. 
I felt my cheeks blazing, as if I had been slapped viciously by the palm of a ghost. I locked my eyes on my father’s grinning face and a lump formed in my throat.
These were my sketches!

Before I could react, father took a binder with sunflowers on the cover from the table and showed more of my paintings and drawings to Mr. Cao. 
“Wow, they are good.”

 Mr. Cao’s agreeable praise struck me and I lowered my face towards the surface of the table. The oval wood marks on the table, like eyes, stared at me in confusion.
The fact was that my brother was a better painter than I was. However, he seldom did large pieces and that was why we didn’t post his work on the wall. He always sketched in a small notebook or on a random piece of paper, mostly soldiers and manly scenes of destruction—my whimsical paintings of clothing and female figures hardly matched his style.
Before I had recovered from the shock, the conversation was back on Mr. Cao again.
“Has your family moved to Sichuan yet?” Father asked.

“Not yet, my wife and son will come to Sichuan once my apartment is furnished. We don’t even have a bed yet. I am staying in a college guest house for the time being.” 
As Mr. Cao was speaking, Father, who was sitting on the other wooden sofa next to Mr. Cao, stood up abruptly, rubbing his hands together as if contemplating an epiphany. He quickly eyed my mother, who was sitting stiffly on the edge of the double bed, and turned to look at Mr. Cao:
“What do you think of the wooden sofas?”

“They are great. Comfortable and spacious.”
Mr. Cao stood up also and turned to check out the sofa he had been sitting on.

The reason we called the articles of furniture “wooden sofas” was they were large wooden chairs shaped like sofas, fat and wide with curved backing for comfort, but without cloth padding. My father had hired some carpenters to make them two months earlier. He was intrigued by the versatile nature of a wooden sofa, for, he said, in the winter, we could add pads to it and in the summer, we could remove the pads and the wood would be cool. The carpenters had left them for my father to paint. He bought some paint of cherry color. He applied it with small brushes, meticulously painting the hidden corners and under the arms.
“You can’t wear them out in your lifetime.”
However, upon finishing the final coating, my father found reddish bumps rising on his hands and arms. He had had an allergic reaction to the paint. It took several weeks for the rashes to subside and several more weeks for him to get rid of the itching.

Those wooden sofas became playgrounds for my sister and me. We would curl about on them all day long, playing cards, reading books, and doing silly things to each other.

“You know they are not regular sofas—they are not only comfortable for the winter but for the summer as well,” Father said to Mr. Cao.
“Sure, I have never seen such a sofa before.”
“It is a new innovation of the Sichuan people. You know how cold the weather can be in the winter, like today. But you haven’t experienced a scorching summer yet.”

“Certainly.”
They both stood and praised the sofa some more. For a moment I couldn’t catch the flow of the conversation, as my father enthusiastically bombarded Mr. Cao with detailed accounts of how the wooden sofa was made. Finally, Father said:
“You can have them if you like. I have enough lumber to make two more in no time.” 

I must have had a pained expression on my face, for Mr. Cao glanced at me before politely refusing the offer.

“No, I couldn’t take them. They fit the space perfectly in this room.”

By now, the itching on my hands that had mysteriously subsided during their conversation came back a thousand times stronger. I forgot the fragile skin and scratched them frantically. Suddenly, I felt a sharp pain and noticed the whitish bone on the knuckle of my left index figure emerging.
The shock of seeing the bone overtook me. I can’t recall how the conversation ended.

The next day, I saw father wrapping some cloth strips around the wood sofas. After he finished that, he stacked one on top of the other. 

A few days later, the pair of sofas was shipped to Chengdu, the capital city of Sichuan, where the college was located.
During the ensuing days and weeks, my father’s bony frame seemed bonier. Mother retreated to silence. At the end of May in 1976, news of my brother’s acceptance by the college finally came. This was followed by busy preparation, involving the whole family, for the beginning of his studies in the fall. 
Father didn’t make new wooden sofas as he promised. Instead, we rearranged our furniture to occupy the space of the missing sofas. The round table that was once shoved to the wall was now at the center of the room.
Father eventually brought a real sofa with leather padding after we moved to a new apartment, before I went to college. 
By the time I had graduated from high school in 1979, we townspeople were no longer required to be “reeducated” by peasants. The Cultural Revolution ended in 1976. The value system that the Cultural Revolution had distorted was gradually reinstated. Economic development captured the attention of the Chinese people. Colleges and universities resumed normal operation. College students were admitted through national entrance examinations instead of recommendations by officials, which significantly reduced the incidence of bribery. 
I don’t recall resenting Father for what he did. But I remember distinctively how very small and hopeless I had felt.

As I grew older, the cold sores that inflicted me every winter seemed to gradually heal, until, eventually, they disappeared for good.
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