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Standing on top of Yellow Mountain, Zhou Wang’s gaze fixed upon some inscrutable point in the distance, deep in the soggy mist that filled the bowls between the mountains. His hands rested on the wire hand-rails, covered in thousands of locks carefully latched onto the rails. With his fingers hand in hand with the smooth grooves and clasps of the locks, he looked out into the distance.


“I am trying to find the path,” he said to me in a thick Chinese accent. His voice lost itself in the fog, so he turned from me and with his already wet sleeve wiped off accumulations of water from his

large, square eyeglasses. 


“Normally, it is a very impressive sight. The path goes down many, many miles. You feel better about yourself when you can see how long you have traveled. Your legs, they feel lot better then, at

least until start back down,” he said. Behind him, lines of workers moved slowly through the fog wrapped in yellow raincoats and carrying loads of food, water, and supplies on bamboo rods. My eyes followed the line of ghostly yellow-clad frowns down the mountain as far as the fog would allow. Lines of workers slowly brought up the supplies to the top of Yellow Mountain, to a single hotel complex. I imagined this happened every day, but today in the rain the trek up the Wedding Mountain looked more and more lonely.


Zhou smiled, never tired of mountains or rain or fog or mist. Finally, he broke away from the hand-rail and turned to me.


“Do you know? I met my wife here. It was a very strange—thing.”


“Is that why you’re a tour guide here? Is that why you like the mountain so much?” I asked, slowly.


“Yes. You could say that I have this special attachment to the mountain. It is because my wife lives right there,” Zhou said, his finger crooked at the run-down hotel at the top of the mountain.


“In the hotel?”


“Yes,” he replied, “she is hotel manager.”


“How did you meet, then?” I asked.


“Well,” he said, wiping his glasses, “I first came here when long time ago when I was a little boy. My family, do you know, is a very rich family, at least in China is concerned. We are very well off, and when we are kids, we travel a lot. We went to see Great Wall, Forbidden City, all the places that are very famous.” Zhou’s eyes glazed over, and the fog gathered on his glasses.


Once, in a year long past, my family decided to take a journey to Huang Shan, the Yellow Mountain, the most famous mountain in China. Every year, pilgrims, monks, tourists, painters, poets, and lovers all make the million-stair trek to the peak, where they seek inspiration of all kinds. Of course, I was too young to understand this back then.


Once we reached the top, I refused to return to the bottom. My feet hurt, my legs hurt, the sun hurt. I was only ten, and very spoiled. I demanded that we stay the night, but the only hotel was booked solid for weeks. But, my parents decided to try to find a reservation anyway, and left me alone with my older sister, who led me to the nearby shopping center.


While she stood draped over purses and jewelry, I wandered off to slake my thirst. At the first drink stand that I arrived, I peered through the glass windows and immediately picked the coldest, largest bottle of water I could find. Only when I ordered did I realize that the owner of the stand stood eye to eye with me. 

“Where is the person working?” I asked. At eleven years old, a girl stood behind the stand, her eyes firmly locked with mine.


“I am the person working,” she said. Her words slung together in solid, unbreakable chains, and while I sat on a tree stump by her stand, we talked, and I heard more steeled words from her—her parents owned the gift shop, but every morning trekked from the bottom of the mountain to the top. Every evening they would trek down again, three hours each way, because they could not afford to live at the top of the mountain.


She, alone, stood as living proof of the one-child policy, and alone, she and her family could not carry up goods, but relinquished the labor to the myriads of faceless bodies that every morning slowly

wound their way up the mountain.


So, Mei-Ling worked the drink stand, pushing up her glasses with pink fingers and waiting patiently for the key for her release—one day, she vowed, she would find work elsewhere, go to school,

and leave the mountain to which she was chained.


But that day lived in the distant future, and for now she and her parents climbed and sold—too poor to leave and too rich to stay. For the first time in my life, I felt shame, hot and sweating like the

plastic water bottle in my hands. I sat in privileged silence, until I saw my sister coming. Then my hand, before I could stop it, reached into my pocket and gave Mei-Ling all the spending money I had been given for the day.

I walked down the mountain that day quickly, sweating in the heat. And things changed: I got older, my parents got older. My father got sick, and couldn’t work, and suddenly we weren’t so rich anymore. I went to school, then took the college examinations and moved on to college. Meanwhile, my sister got married, my father faded away, and everything was changed.


My mind quickly forgot that mountain, that girl, the sweaty water bottle and the conjoined tree. I had graduate school and work to worry about—I had to take care of my mother, then work a full job, then help my sister take care of her kids, and before I knew it my life slowly climbed onwards without me while I rested on the side of the road.


Then, one day, many years after I had first been there, my boss took all of the engineers on a vacation for Christmas. He was from America, and had never seen any sights in China. So, I soon found myself on a bus bound for Huang Shan, my mind uncovering dusty memories the closer the bus got to the base. With walking sticks and jackets we made are way up through the cold and the fog, paced by workers carrying loads of supplies on their shoulders.


And when I reached the top, I went inside the gift-shop, but the only girls who were working were much younger than me, and reading magazines and gossiping. While my boss shopped and the other engineers snapped pictures, I sat on that old tree stump, waiting for the chance to go home.

Then a woman with finely wrought glasses stood above me, staring. After more than fifteen years, Mei-Ling had remembered me. And she told me of her life as assistant manager of the hotel, and when I came up the next week again I told her of my life. When she came to the city to see me she found the words to thank me, and when I came back up the mountain I threw away a key.


We married. I advanced far enough in my job to retire fairly young, especially since Mei-Ling inherited management of the hotel and finally able to live at the top all the time. And so I moved here, to

become a tour guide, and live at the top of the world with the girl who fell from heaven. And all the time, it was worth the long walk—Zhou’s last words trailed off like his eyes, which panned into the distance, where vast seas of clouds moved over the mountains like silk armies, spun over peaks and valleys, driven to march by the hot noonday sun.


I wondered whether Zhou had fabricated his story, whether the entire thing stood more as a joke than a tale, the kind of joke tour
guides tell each other over cheap wine and poker. Americans! So gullible! They will believe anything.


“Tell me, what on earth was worth this long, agonizing walk,” a voice behind Zhou said. Zhou and I both turned to see an Indian man crouched by a rock outcrop, his hands on his thighs and his face drooped in exhaustion.

“The view, apparently,” I said.


“Ah, the view. I must say that it is quite appreciable, the view,” he said. “The clouds look very pretty there over all the mountains.”


We both stared at him as his chest slowly bobbed.


“So, tell me about this tree Mr. Zhou. This is the secret of this mountain? You said it is a Wedding Tree? It looks more like a growth problem then a national monument. Tell me what is so important about the tree.”


Looking behind the Indian man, I glimpsed two trees, joined from the bottom, locked in an eternal embrace. From their conjoined part, they shot up into the sky, with branches radiating outwards, cutting sideways with prickly limbs.


“Oh, yes, the Wedding Tree. Well, not everyone is done shopping yet, and I was going to tell everyone at once. But, if you really want to know, the Wedding Tree on the top of this mountain is symbolic for eternal love. So, when people get married, they come here, and buy a lock. And then they put the lock on the mountain, usually on one of the side wires here, or near the tree. After doing that, they take the key and throw it down the mountain, where no one could ever find it again.”


“Very interesting,” the Indian man said in a hushed voice.


“Maybe I should buy something for my wife then.” 


With that, he got up quickly, tipped an imaginary hat, and ambled over to the souvenir shop.


I walked over across from the Wedding Tree, and found the crowded store selling locks. Handing over some money, I received my own lock, a thin, cheap, brass thing that shone dully in my hand. With it, a single weighty key. But, upon going outside, I could not find anywhere to put the lock. Every seat was taken, and so I could only put the lock in his bag and hope to find a spot somewhere further down the mountain.


On the way down the mountain, I carefully ran my fingers over the thousands and thousands of locks, carefully bound to the handrails and branches; anything that could be locked found itself embraced by brass fingers. Now that the sun had returned, washing away the fog, the entire mountain burned with the reflection of locks tied to every object in sight.


“Fascinating, that ritual, no?” an Indian accent said behind me. His face, not clean-shaven, bounced with every word, and his hands and fingers endlessly gestured as he talked. His softly carved

face seemed finely bruised and slightly puffy, like the skin of a fallen fruit.


“The locks. What a silly thing, to buy a lock only to throw it away here.”


“You don’t throw the lock away,” I said.


“Oh, but you don’t use it, either,” he replied.


“I’m sorry, what’s your name?”


“Indeever,” he said. “You didn’t buy a lock did you?”


“No,” I said.


“Ah, a good sensible man. Are you married?”


“No,” he said.


“Oh, I see,” he said. “Well, take comfort that, even though I am married, I too did not buy a lock. All I got her was this lousy tshirt,” he said with a chuckle.


Indeever, leaning heavily on his blue walking stick, stepped carefully down the narrow stairs next to me, edging close to my face with his sweaty cheeks.


“I overheard the story our guide told. Pretty good story, no?”


“Yes, an incredible story,” I said. “But I suppose you have a better one.”


“Funny that you should mention that, because I do! And I am eager to find an audience. Yes, in the spirit of Valentine’s Day I feel obliged to supply an equal, if not better story, about how I met my wife.”


My eyes rolled, and with nothing more than the long walk in mind, I nodded. Indeever smiled and rubbed his hands together. “Well then? Where to begin? India, perhaps, not too far away.”


India was a cold place for a young person. And I was very young, although done with high school. In India, the choices are not very broad. You seemed bound to become a doctor, or a scientist,

or perhaps an engineer. Those were your choices, and refusal  meant seclusion. I wanted to become a lawyer, or perhaps an activist, or maybe a politician—but these were cold professions, and I was too afraid to risk seclusion. So I entered medical school. I am afraid of blood, and I carefully negotiated my three years at medical school to avoid profuse bleeding. So I decided to specialize in orthopedics, something simple that would not get me in too much trouble, or blood. All the time I watched the television and saw American lawyers, and wanted so badly to be one. But, how could I go back on the decision that I had made? I think I was too young to make such a decision, but that is India, too young.


What more could I do but rely on myself? I got through medical school, and when the opportunity came, I decided to go to America to study. America is where the real opportunities seemed to be, not India where everyone hated their working days. I felt inside my belly a deep compulsion to leave, an  indigestion of wanderlust that brought me to Harvard to study further.


My parents, with eyes borrowed from hawks, stood by me, not supporting me as much as analyzing me, so far hesitantly saying my decisions had been wise. Now, in the spring of my life, I had to

get married. And my parents would have nothing short of an arranged Indian marriage. But how could a full-time young doctor have time for such things? For two years I slipped their little noose, but how far does the rabbit run before he realizes that the hawk can fly?

In the phonebook I found a matching service. When I called and asked, they said they were part of a nation-wide network serving thousands of clients, including high-profile clients. Money was no issue, and I could probably at least get my parents off my back at little commitment and cost. When I signed up though, something must have gone horribly wrong.


I arrived at a hotel dressed in my shabbiest tie, hoping to leave early, hopefully after minimal awkwardness. They had arranged a game of musical chairs, where tables of women are then filed past by men, rotating every five minutes. Everyone was also looking for an “arranged” marriage, but, being too busy to actually seek out a wife, a five-minute arrange date would not be too bad.


Unless, as I discovered, a horrible clerical error accidentally sends the aspiring young Indian professional to a Jewish round-robin dating session filled with staring and definitely not Indian people. To

my horror, I was led across the room and placed in front of a random woman, who blushed pink. Then a buzzer went off, and she opened her mouth in a wide arc:


“Are you Jewish?” she asked.


“No. Are you Hindu?” I asked back.


“No,” she responded.


“I think there has been a mistake,” I said dumbly.


“Do you eat pork?” she asked, suddenly.


“No,” I responded, puzzled. “I don’t eat any meat.”


”Good enough for me. Want to get some food?”

I suddenly realized that the woman in front of me was very beautiful. Her teeth were dazzling white, her hair long and brown, and her posture assured. Coffee, then, was destined. As was pizza the next weekend, followed by more and more complicated meals until we were discussing cooking, and then actually cooking for each other, working our way from fail-proof microwaves to five-course meals.


She took my hand and led me out of that terrible place, with the endless staring eyes—sleepy bats in a dark cavern—and took me to her favorite café. And from there we moved on to more complex architectural structures: bookstores and nightclubs, restaurants and apartments, until we were discussing houses and lawns and backyards, stone gardens and striped mailboxes.


Of course, my parents knew nothing of this. They only saw, happily, checks mailed to the dating service. When the checks stopped, I called them on the phone and told them, very slowly, that I was marrying a Jewish woman from upstate New York. They did not, as I expected, die immediately, instead preferring to fly immediately to New York to die in front of me, only to come back to life long enough to rail against me.


Her parents also did not die immediately, but managed to prolong their painful and repetitive deaths until they were within sight of her. This slaughter continued until both our parents seemed to realize that the only option involved cleverly hiding the results. And so, I married a nice Indian girl from New Jersey, and Julie married a nice Jewish man from Connecticut. And, in a small chapel in upstate

New York, a nice Indian man and a nice Jewish girl were married.


And I sent a handsome check to the dating service, asking them to consider making clerical errors a common problem.


Indeever stopped, his walking stick clicking on the ground. I stopped too, facing him.


“See? Better story no?”


“I thought the beginning was good,” I said hesitantly.


With a raised eyebrow and a few heavy blinks, Indeever took up his walking stick and began shuffling quickly down the mountain.


“Americans.”


All the tourists shuffled onto the bus, until finally Zhou too got on the bus for his parting words.


“Hello. Yes, well, I hope you all enjoyed yourself on Huang Shan, and remember the beautiful sights. I hope you took lots of pictures to bring home to your family and show, and of course, I hope you did lots of shopping. It was a long walk, so I hope you can get some rest on the way back. Goodbye, and come again!”


And with that, Zhou disappeared back outside, and with an unlit cigarette in his mouth he disappeared around the mountain. Indeever’s jolly face appeared from the seat in front of mine.


“Hey. You know what that guy told me later? The tour guide there? It turns out they cut the locks every few weeks to make room for new ones. Too bad for those people huh? I guess they just get a

divorce. Get it? So much for faith in locks huh?” he said with a grin, disappearing beneath the seat back’s edge.


As the bus clunked to life, I took out my own lock and fiddled with it.


I feel like the old Adam, the old Adam with no rib and a girl out there, somewhere in Eden. So, scouring the mountaintops of Paradise, I have yet to find my Eve. Am I like old Adam? Is there Eve for Adam? Or is there Julie for Adam, Mei-Ling for Adam? Somewhere has someone grown a rib for me?


I imagine God’s smile in the gentle curve of the rib. Who wanders the mountains at night, collecting thrown keys? Who owns the sad job of cutting locks and stealing ribs? Maybe I’ve been looking in the wrong places. Maybe I could learn something from dreamy Zhou or sly Indeever. When the temperature drops and people spend their nights shaking, how do their faces look in the morning? Over sausages and blueberry blitzes, they look sad, sad and shaken. What do you do when you alone own all the blankets in the world?


With a crash of glass, the bus window next to me shattered, and the bus ground to a halt. The passengers, with heavy exasperated breaths bent over my dazed form. My temple, lightly grazed, dripped tiny dew-drops of blood. Stuck in my left hand, among chunks of glass and flecks of blood, a small brass key shone. 


The key, thrown by some strong-armed lover from the top of the mountain, had slashed through the window, only to land in my outstretched hand. Holding the key like a crushed butterfly, I carefully fit it into the lock in my right hand. With the slow chewing of glaciers, the key twisted and clicked, and the small brass arm popped out of the lock’s socket and swung lazily, and my eyes opened up wide in surprise.

