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The Chess Master

The Chess Master

The station could not have been more chaotic. Thousands of
people were all talking at once, and nobody was paying any at-
tention to the temporary slogans mounted on scarlet cloth. They
had probably been put up quite a few times already as the paper
characters from which they were made were torn from being
folded so often. The repeated playing of certain quotations that
had been turned into songs over the loudspeakers made everyone
feel even more frantic.

I had already seen several of my friends off to settle in the
countryside, but now that it was my turn there was nobody to
see me off. My parents were both dead and I was alone in the
world, so I did not qualify for being allowed to stay in the city as
an only son. My parents had collected some black marks while
they were alive, and as soon as the movement began they had
been overthrown and had died. As all the furniture in the flat
carried the aluminium tags of public property it was all taken
away, which was only right and proper. I had wandered around,
as wild as a wolf, for over a year, but in the end I decided that I
had to go. Where I was going the pay would be over twenty yuan
a month, so I was keen to get there; I made a big effort to get
the transfer and in the end it was approved. As the place I was

going was very near a foreign country, which meant that the
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The Chess Master

struggles there were supposedly international as well as class
ones, my dicey family background caused some worries to the or-
ganization people. Needless to say, 1 was delighted at having
won enough of their confidence to be given this privilege. What
was even more important was over twenty yuan a month, more
than I could possibly get through by myself. The only fly in the
ointment was having nobody to see me off, so I pushed my way
into the carriage to find somewhere to sit down and let the thou-
sands of people on the platform take their leave of each other.

The windows on the side of the carriage next to the platform
were already crammed with young leavers from many different
schools leaning outside, joking or crying. The windows on the
other side faced south, so that the winter sunlight slanting in
through them was shining coolly on the many bottoms on the
northern side of the carriage. The luggage racks on both sides
were alarmingly full. As I walked along, looking for my num-
bered seat, I noticed a thin and wiry student sitting by himself
with his arms in his sleeves. He was gazing out of the window at
an empty carriage on the southern side of the station.

As it happened, my place was in the same group of seats as
him, facing but not directly opposite. I sat down and put my
hands in my sleeves too. The student took a glance at me then
his eyes suddenly lit up. “Would you like a game of chess?” he
asked, giving me a start.

“I can’t play,” I replied with a quick gesture.

He looked at me with disbelief. “With long thin fingers like

that you must be a chess player. I'm sure you can play. Come
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The Chess Master

on, let’s have a game. I've got a set with me.” As he spoke he
sat up to take his satchel down from the hook by the window and
started rummaging about in it.

“I only know the most basic moves,” I replied. “Isn’t there
anyone here to see you off?”

By now he had his chess set out and had put it on the little
table, which was too small for the plastic board. After a
moment’s thought he rearranged the board sideways on.
“Doesn’t matter. Play all the same. Come on, you go first.
Would you like me to allow you a handicap?”

I burst out laughing. “Is there nobody seeing you off? How
can we play chess in this chaos?”

“Why the hell should I need anyone to see me off?” he replied
as he set the last piece in place. “I'm going where there’s food to
eat, so why all this crying and snivelling? Come on, you go
first. ”

It all seemed very odd to me, but I still picked up one of my
cannons and moved it to the centre line. Before I had the time to
put it down he moved his knight, rapping the piece down on the
board even faster than I could put mine down, so I deliberately
moved my cannon past the centre line.

“And you tell me you don’t know how to play!” he said, glar-
ing at my chin. “That opening of taking your cannon one past
the centre line I've only ever come across from a player in
Zhengzhou, and he damn near beat me. Taking the cannon to
the centre line is an old opening; it looks impressive and very safe

too. Your move.”
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The Chess Master

I didn’t know what move to make, so my hand hovered over
the board. He surveyed the whole game without saying or show-
ing anything then put his hands back in his sleeves.

At that very moment the carriage was thrown into chaos as a
whole crowd of people pushed inside and waved through the win-
dows to people outside. I stood up and looked out at the
platform, where there was a seething, shouting mass of people.
The train suddenly jolted, whereupon a groan went up from the
crowd and there were sobs everywhere. I felt a shove in my back
and looked round to see him shielding the paper board with his
arm as he said, “That’s no way to play. Get a move on.” I
hadn’t any interest in playing chess, and was besides feeling
rather miserable, so I took a tough line with him:“I’m stopping.
This is no time for chess.” He gave me a look of horror before he
suddenly understood. His body relaxed again and he said no
more.

The carriage calmed down again after the train had been going
for a while, and when hot water was brought along everyone got
out their mugs and asked for some. When my neighbour had
filled his mug, he asked, “Whose chess set is that? Get it out of
the way so we can put our mugs down.” “Would you like a
game?” the other asked pathetically. “I’'m so bored I might just
‘as well,” the fellow who wanted to put his mug down replied.
The chess player perked up and quickly set the pieces out. “What
do you mean, setting the board sideways on like that? You can’t
see what’s happening.” “Make do,” he replied. “When you

watch a game you watch it sideways on. You can have first
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